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Abstract 
 
A Qualitative Ethnographic Case Study: The Integration of a Place-Based, Service Learning 
Program in Standards-Based Classrooms 
 
Patricia Louise Woods, Ed D. 
Drexel University, March 2014 
Penny Hammrich 
 
This study examined the implementation of a contextualized place-based, service learning 
curriculum into standards-based curriculums to increase student engagement along with 
diversifying teacher pedagogy.  It provided an ethnological case study analysis of two specific 
sites where a place-based, service learning program was incorporated into course curriculums 
and school cultures.  The Susquenita Middle School in Duncannon, Pennsylvania and the Blue 
Ridge Middle School in Purcellville, Virginia, both lying in close proximity to the Appalachian 
Trail, were explored to evaluate how the integration of a place-based, service learning program 
has provided benefits to each school’s students, teachers, and curriculum.  A triangulation of 
stakeholder interviews, group discussions, and supporting documents from the two schools 
provided evidence to support the situated and constructivist’s theories of utilizing local 
communities for contextualized (place-based) learning of academic topics.  An analysis of the 
literature and the strategies set forth in this study answered the overarching question of how the 
implementation of a place-based, service learning education program affects student engagement 
and allows for the diversification of teacher practices in standards-based classrooms.  Although a 
review of the literature, which focused on common themes, indicated that place-based, service 
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learning programs have been effective in specific instances, there has been little research that 
focuses directly on the administrative role in the facilitation of a place-based, service learning 
program to aid teacher practices or student engagement in a standards-based curriculum.  The 
objective of this study was to interpret the qualitative data collected in an effort to provide 
awareness and direction for educators as they strive for a student-centered approach to a 
standards-based curriculum.  This study found several emerging trends demonstrating that place-
based service learning can be an effective tool to engage and immerse students in their 
curriculum and the surrounding community.  The educators interviewed confirmed that students 
in their classes were able to make connections between the theoretical didactic information that 
was presented in the classroom and the real world application of their classroom knowledge.  
Key findings that reinforced the benefits of incorporating place-based service learning in the 
classroom, was the unwavering and ongoing support from the school administration and the 
surrounding community that is necessary to make this type of program successful and 
sustainable in a standards based curriculum.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Research 
Introduction to the Problem 
Place-based, service learning education has been a type of teaching curriculum that dates 
back to the late 19th century.  John Dewey, one of the founding fathers of the modern educational 
movement and experiential learning, spoke of helping children seek experiences outside of their 
classrooms.  At the end of the 1890s, using his University of Chicago Lab School as a proving 
ground, Dewey (as cited in Smith, 2002a, Saracino,2010) synthesized his thoughts concerning 
learning through life experiences and school learning using a prescribed curriculum:   
From the standpoint of the child, the great waste in school comes from his inability to 
utilize the experiences he gets outside the school in any complete and free way within the 
school itself, while on the other hand he is unable to apply in daily life what he is 
learning at school.  That is the isolation of the school, its isolation from life.  When the 
child gets into the schoolroom, he has to put out of his mind a large part of the ideas, 
interests, and activities that predominate in his home and neighborhood.  So the 
school, being unable to utilize this everyday experience, sets painfully to work on another 
tack and by a variety of means to arouse in the child an interest in school studies. (p.586)  
Dewey sought, in theory, to integrate the best of worlds by fusing school, home, and community 
into one large learning experience.  
 Today in the twenty-first century, the age of standardization has occurred not only in 
industry, but also in education as well.  The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) moved 
schools in the United States toward greater academic accountability and increased the amount of 
federal and state control.  Prescribed standards of curriculum and assessment have been created 
by states under the guidance of the federal government.  Calling for a mandate of 100% student 
proficiency by 2014, NCLB legislation has resulted in schools scrambling to target instruction 
   2
based on the need to produce globally literate and competitive graduates.  While this has been a 
noble effort in theory, in our current economic and social reality the results have been less than 
stellar.  Based on the 2009 world educational rankings provided by National Center for 
Education Statistics (NCES), the United States now ranks seventeenth internationally according 
to the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) test results (NCES, 2012).  While 
educators have proclaimed the need for a differentiated and inquiry-based education system in 
our classrooms, the reality has been that as American educators, parents, and community 
members, we have required each student to meet a specific set of expectations framed by direct 
classroom instruction.  But in order to accomplish this, we must unite the methodologies of John 
Dewey into the twenty-first century academic goals and requirements, and engage students in 
meaningful learning experiences.  
 Place-based education has not been a relatively new concept in the American primary and 
secondary education system.  In the 1970s, Americans took a heartfelt look at local and regional 
cultures that made up America’s southern regions using the popular Foxfire books and 
magazines.  The popularity of the Firefox publications spurred people from the north to the south 
and the east to the west to become interested in local community history and culture through the 
eyes of its residents.  Although the social and cultural aspects of a community may have sparked 
schools to deepen local connections, perceptive teachers and community members have 
expanded their efforts to include studies of the physical and natural world.  Using the community 
as a base, teachers have incorporated local experiences to associate with regional, national, and 
global concerns (Gruenewald, 2003a).  
The roots of today’s place-based, service learning environmental movement in the United 
States began in the rural areas of the New England states.  In the late 1990s, various Vermont 
place-based advocates and environmentalists began a grassroots movement to incorporate a 
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place-based curriculum into the state’s educational standards as a way to standardize the 
expectations for a globally proficient high school graduate into the local community.  The 
movement’s success, further motivated by the popular environmental writings of David Sobel, 
Richard Louve, and The Orion Society, along with funding by the Geraldine R. Dodge 
Foundation, enabled place-based education implementation to quietly expand beyond the rural 
Vermont mountains and make its way into various other state curriculums and academic 
standards: much to the delight of academically enthusiastic students (“Place-Based Education,” 
2012).  
This ethnographic case study has examined the integration of a contextualized place-
based, service learning curriculum into prescribed standards-based curriculums.  From the 
review of literature, stakeholder’s interviews, targeted group discussion, and supporting 
classroom documentation, common themes have been synthesized to provide educators and 
administrators with the data necessary for determination of the benefits of integrating a place-
based, service learning program into their standards-based curriculum.  The goal was to 
contribute new knowledge to already existing facts as detailed by PEER Associates (2012) 
regarding the benefits of place-based, service learning and the endless opportunities for students 
to engage in contextualized learning using their local community. 
Statement of the Problem 
 The problem addressed in this qualitative case study was the gap in knowledge about how 
the integration of a contextualized place-based, service learning curriculum affects the delivery 
of a standards-based curriculum: specifically, the amount of student attitude and engagement in 
the classroom and diversification of teacher practices in two geographically separate middle 
schools delivering a standards-based curriculum.   
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The knowledge gap has come from a belief on the part of many educators that a 
standards-based educational program is best delivered inside the classroom; with learning 
outside the classroom often serving as a one-time field trip to a site that is often located out of 
the local community and frequently not directly related to the accepted state standards or state 
common core standards  
Purpose and Significance of the Study 
The purpose of this ethnographic case study was to utilize two middle school sites to 
focus on understanding the issue of integrating a contextualized place-based, service learning 
curriculum into a standards-based curriculum.  Through the use of interviews, informal 
observation, group discussion, and classroom artifacts, this study attempted to describe the 
effects of a place-based, service learning program known as Trail to Every Classroom on student 
engagement and attitudes based on teacher perception and diverse teacher practices in two 
geographically different middle schools.  As educators and researchers have strived to examine 
the impact of various educational initiatives on student engagement and performance, while 
diversifying teacher instruction, there have been cases of positive outcomes with the 
incorporation of place-based, service learning curriculum (Clark, 2008).  However, those 
outcomes may have not met the rigid research requirements of NCLB, which has recognized best 
practices in teaching, and may leave schools without a valuable tool for preparing our students 
for the world beyond the K-12 classroom.  According to the NCLB, scientifically-based research 
is research that (a) employs systematic, empirical methods that draw on observation or 
experiment, (b)  involves rigorous data analyses, (c) relies on measurements or observational 
methods that provide reliable and valid data, (d) is evaluated using experimental or quasi-
experimental designs, (e) ensures that experimental studies are presented in sufficient detail and 
clarity to allow for replication, or at a minimum offer the opportunity to build systematically on 
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their findings, and (f) has been accepted by a peer-reviewed journal, or approved by a panel of 
independent experts (NCLB, 2002). 
Place-based, service learning has been intended to advance learning in local situations 
and students’ lived experiences (Smith, 2002).  The results have indicated that this type of hands-
on learning experience, by its very nature, tends to lend itself to a qualitative community-based 
research process examining where and how knowledge is created or discovered by its 
participants (Strand, Marullo, Cutforth, Stoecker & Donohue, 2003).  To capture the essence of a 
place-based service learning program in a standards based classroom, an ethnographic approach 
was selected.  Merriam (2009) postulated that an ethnographic study is one that strives to 
understand the interaction of individuals, not just with others, but also with the culture of society 
in which they live.  Place-based service learning focuses on incorporating and applying direct 
classroom instruction within the local community to increase student engagement and school to 
community connections.  The educators selected for this ethnographic case study provided a 
voice that included artifacts, documents, and interviews to tell the story of the culture and 
climate of place-based service learning in their particular case.   
It has been imperative that American students today become systems thinkers: aware of 
the global consequences of any given action.  However, this type of critical thinking has not been 
easily learned.  When students in a contained learning environment (school) engage in learning, 
it has often been in silos of self-contained math, science, social studies, and English classrooms 
Place-based, service learning has involved the thought of intertwined spheres of the social, 
environmental, and economic consequences of any given action that may arise with the idea of 
sustainability coming into play (Katehi, 2009).  This systems approach has led to a different 
teaching culture within the classroom by allowing the local community to come together with 
schools to solve real world problems and applied problems.  Students have been able to learn 
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collaboratively in teams: They have come to the realization that there is often more than one way 
to approach or solve real world problems. 
As shown in Figure 1, the two middle schools used in the study, Susquenita Middle 
School and Blue Ridge Middle School, have had several similarities and some distinct 
differences in their school culture, climate, and communities appear to be similar, yet they are 
different. Educators from both of these schools attended a series of professional development 
workshops offered by the Appalachian Trail Conservancy and The National Park Service in the 
Trail to Every Classroom program.  The program has involved the philosophies of place-based, 
service learning, which have been delivered by representatives of numerous universities and 
colleges, the National Park Service, and the Appalachian Trial Conservancy along with their 
assorted supporting agencies.  Both school’s representatives have embraced and incorporated the 
various aspects of place-based, service learning into their curriculum and school culture, while 
involving their local communities in the process.  Each school also has received varying levels of 
administrative, colleague, and community support.  As a result, the schools have achieved a level 
of success and sustainability in place-based, service learning.   
 
 Figure 1.  The Three Spheres of Sustainability (Vanderbilt University: Center, 2012)
 
This study has a value to school administrators, teachers, and local community and civic 
organizations that may be looking for ways to engage students in their learning while potentially 
increasing student engagement and perceived academic performance, allowing teachers t
diversify their teaching pedagogy
stewards of our local communities. 
needed to become open to the promise of place
occur within the local community. 
of a place-based service learning program, 
and academics of two separate middle 
sustained place-based service learning program. 
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 7
 
 
o 
has 
ed the impact 
, 
 on two 
 the 
   8
central question of “How the implementation of a place-based, service learning education 
program affect student engagement and allow for the diversification of teacher practices in 
standards-based classrooms?”  The process involved exploring several sub-questions using 
stakeholder interviews, group discussion, and classroom artifacts, which also focused this case 
study research on: 
1. How does administrative support increase the likelihood of the successful 
implementation of a place-based, service learning program?   
2. How can the integration of a place-based, service learning program aid teachers’ 
attitudes and beliefs concerning standards-based curriculum instruction?  
3. Based on teachers’ perceptions, how does the implementation of a place-based, 
service learning program influence students’ attitudes and engagement in the 
classroom? 
Program Evaluation and Educational Research Associates, (PEER) a national research firm that 
was contracted by the National Park Service to provide analysis of the place-based, service 
learning program Trail to Every Classroom ("Program Evaluation And,” 2012) provided 
supporting information for the study.  PEER Associates has consisted of a small team of research 
evaluators providing program evaluation and educational research services for many 
organizations throughout the United States.  Based in Richmond, Vermont, PEER Associates 
have utilized a participatory evaluation process that allows organizations to articulate their 
vision, align their resources, and improve their programs based on evidence of program 
functioning and outcomes.  PEER Associates have had a policy of sharing evaluation 
methodologies, measuring instruments, and results.  They also offer such services as developing 
logic models, reviewing of scholarly literature, qualitative research, quantitative research, 
organizational consulting, and program development ("Peer Associates: Program," 2012).  PEER 
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Associates generously agreed to support this research project with Trail to Every Classroom 
program evaluation findings from the 2006 through 2011, workshops, and survey instruments, 
along with providing supplemental background information concerning the Trail to Every 
Classroom organizational structure and function.  
Conceptual Framework 
 The foundation of place-based education has been firmly rooted in and connected to the 
constructivist theory, which encompasses the experiential, situational, environmental, eco-
literacy, community-based, and service learning theories.  The theoretical approaches have 
revolved around and are concerned with students applying direct classroom instruction to their 
local municipality, county, or state.  However, place-based, service learning education has not 
been limited to the study of a place (Grunewald, 2003).   
Place-based curriculum also has focused on many different areas of study including but 
not limited to economics, technology, geography, environment, law, government, education, 
communication, psychology, and a variety of scientific endeavors.  The study of place has 
promoted observation skills, decision making, writing, research, problem solving, critical 
thinking, and participatory skills that are part of most national standards lists (Luddick, 2001). 
Place-based education has not excluded the use of technology, or the teacher-centered 
model of instruction that is prevalent in the United States educational system, but has fostered 
the assimilation and application of information using a variety of resources.  Place-based 
education has enabled students to make connections and construct knowledge based on the 
information and experiences that are presented to them.  Such information and experiences have 
included who they are, where they live, how the world works, and an individual responsibility 
for sustaining it (Melaville, Berg, & Blank 2006). 
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Understanding the connections and balances needed between the direct instruction of a 
core academic class and the experiential applied learning that may take place using place-based, 
service learning opportunities, have been essential to the development of a student’s positive 
self-efficacy and opportunity for lifelong sustained leaning (Gruenewald, 2003a).  Ecological, 
social cognitive, and situated learning theories have supported the constructivist framework for 
understanding the relationship between the variables of place-based learning and standards-based 
curriculum  Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory implied that child growth and 
development has been the result of many complex interrelationships between the systems, 
environments, and circumstances in which children and families live and function.  The family 
systems along with the wider circle of systems that incorporate the friends, neighbors, and 
surrounding community have all influenced the child’s future beliefs and development.  
Ecological systems theory has emphasized that a child’s development has been entrenched 
within five interrelated systems: microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and 
chronosystem (See Figure 2). 
The microsystem has included the environment and entity in which the child and family 
most frequently exist such as neighborhoods and schools, where the child interacts with other 
families, teachers, and peers and forms key relationships.  The mesosystem has been the area 
where the child forms relationships with significant individuals found in the microsystem.  Such 
relationships involve child and parent, child and teacher, and the family and school or 
neighborhood.  The exosystem has been the largest system, which may affect a child that may 
not be directly influenced by the system on a daily basis. 
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Figure 2.  Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory  
 
This system has indirectly influenced the child by influencing the structures that the child 
lives within such as school rules and academic values, or the household income that is related to 
the parent’s employment status.  The macrosystem has involved the cultural values or mores and 
laws of the community, parents, and extended family.  This may include community events, 
zoning requirements, parks, recreation facilities, health care, and housing regulations.  The 
chronosystem has included the overarching time that the child is entrenched in this environment 
as it relates to the child’s growth and development.  Components of the chronosystem level have 
included psychological and physical changes that occur as the child ages.  At this level, the child 
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may respond differently to environmental and social changes that occur and influence them at 
each different stage of their life.  
 At the center of the five systems, has been a specific child with a unique set of 
characteristics comprised of psychological, social, and academic needs.  This particular child 
may be influenced by many factors that are beyond his control, but will affect him later on in 
adulthood.  The interactions and relationships formed in childhood have had an impact on the 
development of a child’s self-efficacy as related to personal wellbeing and academic 
achievement, which has been best explained using the social cognitive theory as a frame of 
reference (Woods, 2011).  
 Research investigating students’ interpersonal characteristics such as self-efficacy has 
been ideal for studying students’ academic success.  It has been reported that a positive self-
efficacy may protect against the effects of academic difficulties and promote positive social and 
academic outcomes for students.  Self-efficacy has been consistently found to be one of the 
strongest predictors of grades and school persistence, even stronger than measures of ability and 
intelligence (Bandura, 1993; Schunk, 1991; Wood & Locke, 1987).  Research also has indicated 
that self-efficacy—an individual’s belief that they can successfully execute the behavior required 
to bring about a desired outcome (Bandura, 1977)—has a powerful effect on goal setting, task 
performance, and goal commitment and is a strong indicator of academic success (Wood & 
Locke, 1987).  When a student has been placed in a situation where they are able to achieve a 
certain level of success and develop a positive self-efficacy, they are willing to set higher 
academic goals.  To this regard, the social cognitive theory has given clear directions to 
intervention programs that aim to raise competence and confidence mainly through successful 
experiences of mastery in the various learning tasks.  As students move from elementary to 
middle school, influenced by the multiple ecological systems previously described, the 
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foundation for the outcomes of the child emerging into young adulthood has been cemented 
(Bandura, 1997).  
Social cognitive theory has stressed that people are not shaped or controlled by their 
environment but by their own affect, beliefs, and cognitions (Bandura, 1986).  As students move 
from elementary to middle and then high school; young adults begin to emerge as independent 
thinkers who require the guidance of well-informed, well-educated teachers who are willing to 
expose students to a world of learning outside of the brick and mortar classroom.  Exposure to a 
wide variety of sustained experiences has aided in meeting the students’ social, psychological, 
and academic needs (Bergstrom, 2001).  Stevenson’s (2002) five basics of personal efficacy has 
provided an essential view of the development of the young adult’s self-efficacy, and emerging 
cognitive, social, physical, and psychological development (See Figure 3). 
 
 
  
 Figure 3.  Stevenson's Five Basics of Personal Efficacy for Young Adolescents 
 
Stevenson's
Five Basics 
of Personal 
Efficacy
Competence
"I'm good at..."
Awareness
"I know what 
is going on..."
Responsibility
"I take care 
of..."
Affliliation
"I belong to 
and get along 
with..."
Ethical Sense 
of Self
"I'm a good 
person 
because..."
   14
  Research has found that a positive self-efficacy provides students the confidence to 
believe in themselves and their ability to succeed.  Personal self-efficacy also influences the 
activities that a person will pursue, how much effort they will expend in activities, and how long 
they persist in the face of obstacles or adverse experiences (Bandura, 1994).  By providing 
students with a method, means, and various environments to apply their direct classroom 
instruction, students are then able to envision their place in their local community or the global 
society (Gruenewald & Smith, 2008).  
 Situated learning has provided a link for educators to blend place-based, service learning 
and experiential learning together for the purpose of applying the curricular objectives discussed 
in the classroom into a nearby community.  Vygotsky (as quoted in Kemp, 2010) provided a 
psychological basis for the study of situated learning and its use in the classroom to expand on 
instructional knowledge.  Vygotsky inferred that humans were social creatures who were 
responsive to the social and cultural influences in their lives.  In the Zone of Proximal 
Development, Vygotsky described how some people are able to learn on their own, while others 
benefit from the guidance of a leader.  The use of situated learning and classroom learning has 
provided a perfect complement to each other and allows students to move from a lower level of 
understanding to higher levels (Kemp, 2010).  Situated learning as an extension of the 
constructivist approach to education, has considered the context in which learning occurs and 
shifts the focus from the individual as a learner to learning as active participation in the social 
world.  As students become more committed through their sustained involvement in the 
community, they have been able to place the abstract knowledge that has been learned in the 
classroom to practical use by using social collaboration and construction of knowledge.  As 
students begin to realize success while transferring classroom knowledge to applied skills, their 
 self-efficacy becomes enhanced and a positive spiral of academic growth and personal 
satisfaction begins (Lave & Wenger, 1991)
This qualitative ethnographic 
have been used in classrooms that utilize 
investigated the impact of teachers’ use of the program 
teaching practices, student engagement, and 
classrooms.  Based on the existin
service learning would have direct effects on student social capital factors such as self
active learning, and community/family relationships, and direct and indirect effects on 
educational outcomes such as student engagement and 
 
Figure 4.  Conceptual Model 
 
Definition of Terms 
Several terms are specific to this study and frequently used within the context of this 
research.  Delia Clark (2008) has provided operational definitions
 
.  
case study explored the types of teaching strategies that 
place-based, service learning education
Trails to Every Classroo
educational outcomes in standards-based 
g literature, other researchers have expected that 
achievement (See Figure 4
 as follows:  
 15
.  The study also 
m on diverse 
place-based, 
-worth, 
). 
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Civic engagement (CE).  Civic engagement promotes civic knowledge, responsibility, 
and participation in individual and collective actions in support of the stewardship of community 
natural and cultural resources and the resolution of issues of public concern.  Youth civic 
engagement generally involves youth in identifying appropriate projects 
Community-based learning.  Community-based learning is a set of teaching and learning  
strategies that enable youth and adults to pursue learning within the unique context of their 
community.  It is a broad framework that includes service-learning, experiential learning, school-
to-work, youth apprenticeship, lifelong learning and other methods. In this context, community 
includes the schools, formal and informal institutions in one’s neighborhood and the entire world 
through such resources as the Internet.  
Experiential education.  Experiential education is an approach in which educators 
purposefully engage learners in direct experiences and focused reflection in order to increase 
knowledge, develop skills and clarify values.  Students make discoveries and experiment with 
knowledge themselves instead of hearing or reading about the experiences of others.  Students 
also reflection their experiences, thus developing new skills, attitudes, and theories or ways of 
thinking.  
Place-based learning (PBL).  Place-based learning is an educational approach that uses 
all aspects of the local environment including local, cultural, historical, and sociopolitical 
situations, and the natural and built environment, as the integrating context for learning.  It 
includes a clear focus on learning through civic engagement and participation in service projects 
of obvious relevance to the local school and community.  
Project-based learning.  In project-based learning (also known as problem-based 
learning), students work in teams to explore topics in authentic ways and create presentations to 
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share and apply what they have learned, resulting in deeper knowledge of subject matter, 
increased self-direction and motivation and improved research and problem-solving skills.   
Often students will explore problems in depth in a variant known as problem-based learning.  
Project-based learning involves students in projects directly related to their communities.   
Service learning.  Service learning is a method whereby students learn and develop 
through active participation in a thoughtfully organized service that is conducted in and meets 
the needs of a community while also meeting the students’ educational objectives.   
Service learning, place-based learning, and civic engagement serve as a method to 
connect the school district to the local community (See Figure 5).  This connection is a symbiotic 
relationship that benefits all of the participants in a meaningful manner.  Community based 
learning, experiential education, and project based learning provide a framework for the local 
community, teachers and students to offer real world, meaningful learning experiences. 
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Figure 5.  Definition Configuration (Clark, 2008) 
 
Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 
With investigative studies, it has been important to identify any personal assumptions or 
beliefs of the researcher.  This has been especially true of qualitative research, as the researcher 
has been the means for collecting the information (Maxwell, 2005).  Knowing that assumptions 
are present enables the reader to understand the context of information being researched and 
presented.  Thus, the following is list of assumptions, by this researcher, concerning the 
successful integration of place-based, service learning programs into a standards-based 
curriculum:  
• Place-based, service learning programs require well-educated, motivated teachers who 
are invested in an experiential type of teaching and learning. 
Service 
Learning
Civic 
Engagement
Place-based
Learning
School  
      and  
Community  
     goals 
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• Place-based, service learning programs must be clearly aligned and linked to the accepted 
standards and subject curriculum.  
• A prerequisite for the successful implementation of a place-based, service learning 
program is administrative support. 
• Place-based, service learning programs need to provide sustained, meaningful, and 
relevant service activities in local or regional locations. 
• A valuable component of place-based, service learning is student input and ongoing 
reflection.   
This ethnographic, qualitative case study was conducted over a relatively short period of time 
using two schools located along the Appalachian Trail.  Travel to the Blue Ridge Middle School 
in Purcellville, Virginia was coordinated with the administration and staff at that school, which 
resulted in a potential limitation of the study.  A second limitation of the study may be due to the 
researcher’s employment as an administrator in the Susquenita Middle School, the second school 
used in the study, and an evaluator of the participants in the study.  Additionally, this researcher 
has been involved with the Trail to Every Classroom program since its inception in 2006 and has 
had previous contact with the participants in this study.  Confidentiality of the interviews and 
targeted group observations should lessen the limitations of the findings. 
 This research was limited to the gathering of information related to place-based, service 
learning programs and from the evidence obtained from the participating educators.  It was 
assumed from the onset of the study that common themes and practices might emerge either by 
accident or design.   
 This study of two specific schools participating in the Trail to Every Classroom program 
and located along the Appalachian Trail was a multiple ethnographic case study of the impact of 
a place-based, service learning program on the culture and curriculum of both schools.  The 
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results of this study may potentially provide generalized information that could be easily 
transferred to other schools interested in place-based, service learning education or participating 
in the Trail to Every Classroom program; as each school had their own distinctive geographic 
location and were comprised of unique cultures and demographics.  
Summary 
Today’s classrooms have been heterogeneous blends of students each learning in their 
own distinct and unique way.  The days of teachers delivering information while standing in 
front of an assembly line of students who sit, take notes, and learn have gone by the way side.  
The digital age of technology has created the need for students to think globally, but act locally.  
Place-based, service learning has been a way for students to learn and apply their knowledge in 
the context of their own local community, region, and state.  It has allowed teachers to step 
outside the confines of a standards-based curriculum and integrate real world problems into their 
multidisciplinary classrooms.  Place-based, service learning has also enhanced the learning 
environment by developing students who are capable of meeting the demands of the twenty-first 
century through the application their knowledge, while effectively communicating and creatively 
solving local problems on a global scale.   
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Chapter 2  Literature Review 
Introduction  
The purpose of this study was to focus on understanding the issue of integrating a 
contextualized, place-based, service learning program into a standards-based curriculum.  
Specifically, how the implementation of such a program has affected student engagement, 
attitudes, the perceived increase in student academic achievement, and the diversification of 
teaching practices.  An overview of PEER Associates quantitative results along with stakeholder 
interviews and observations were used to understand the relationship of administrative support 
and teacher buy-in for the implementation and sustainability of a place-based, service learning 
curriculum.  A review of the current literature related to place-based learning, service learning, 
situated learning, and theories and polices related to knowledge construction, social learning, and 
integration of the various constructivist paradigms that have provided support for the use of 
place-based, service learning as an alternative to the existing educational method of delivering 
curriculum focused on a direct instruction method.  
Place-Based Education 
The incorporation of place-based programs into standards-based curriculum has reflected 
the old saying that “everything old is new again.”  As educators have continued to search for 
methods that will connect students to the world they inhabit, researchers are struggling with the 
same concerns that John Dewey grappled with at his University of Chicago Laboratory School in 
the late 1890s.  Dewey realized there was a disconnect between the concepts that students 
learned about in school and the actual experiences and events that provided an application of that 
knowledge outside of the classroom.  Place-based education has been found by several 
researchers to provide the connection between what is taught in the classroom and what is 
actually absorbed by the student.  Place-based learning has been identified by several different 
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synonyms including: problem-based learning, ecoliteracy, outdoor education, or even community 
education.  David Sobel (2004), a leading advocate for the place-based educational movement 
stated: 
Place-based education is the process of using the local community and environment as a 
starting point to teach concepts in language arts, mathematics, social studies, science, and 
other subjects across the curriculum.  Emphasizing hands-on, real-world learning 
experiences, this approach to education increases academic achievement, helps students 
develop stronger ties to their community, enhances students’ appreciation for the natural 
world, and creates a heightened commitment to serving as active, contributing citizens.  
(p.6) 
To assist with understanding the application of this concept, it has been best to define and 
describe what is meant by curriculum and environment, in order to consider the environment as 
an integral part of the curriculum.  Curriculum has been described as an implicit and explicit 
body of content and activities for the learner, educators, families, and society.  Curriculum has 
included the purposes and functions of schools, schooling, and ways in which schools and the 
delivery of education are organized.  Curriculum has been more than simply the daily content 
provided to students.  It has been all of the educational resources that are provided by the school, 
the knowledge resources, teaching practices, the method of acquisition by the students, and 
assessments, along with the time, money and, logistics of education (Sirotnik, 1990).  Defining 
environment as it has related to place-based education has been a little more complex.  The 
problem regarding a consensus definition of environment has been due to issues such as 
including the outside environment, the atmosphere, local topography, the school buildings, 
surroundings, culture, and climate (Kemp, 2006).  Kemp asserted that place-based education has 
offered a practical definition of environment as the “interconnectedness of communication, 
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physical place, sociality of individuals, and culture” (p.118).  In essence, curriculum has been a 
part of the environment; therefore, when we consider the specific curriculum to be taught to 
students, the place, environment, and context where the content is taught becomes a critical 
component of education.  Educationally, this has meant developing the connections with places 
that allow us to invest them with particular kinds of meaning.  In other words, the range of 
experiences for students and teachers must be expanded so that they may begin considering a 
diversity of places, our ideas about them, and how they became what they are.  In addition, from 
the perspective of democratic education, schools must provide opportunities for students to 
participate meaningfully in the process of place-making, in the process of shaping what our 
places will become.  Place-based learning has been exactly that: it has been learning based in a 
local or regional location that allows students to connect what they are learning to places in 
which they are familiar.  Students learn and act locally but apply their learned knowledge 
internationally as a global citizen (Gruenewald, 2003).   
One of the major concerns of many educators and new teachers has been the fact that 
place-based education has not been a “canned” program that offers lesson plans or a curriculum 
plan that starts at A and ends at Z.  Instead, the place-based learning concept has offered strategic 
areas for creative and well-educated teachers to incorporate local knowledge into their standards- 
based curriculum.  Those teachers have broke away from the prescribed textbook curriculum and 
have focused on designing learning experiences that give students the possibility to become 
creators of knowledge rather than consumers of knowledge.  Students have become willing to 
engage in their learning and take ownership of the experiences that they may personally design 
(Gruenewald, 2008).  Smith (2002) described five areas of focus that have been used as 
templates for teachers as they work to build their place-based program:  
• Cultural Studies.  It involves using local history or historical phenomena that is directly  
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related to the students’ personal or family lives.  This validates the cultures and 
experiences of the student and the family.  By allowing students to focus on their local 
community, teachers are providing them with a conceptual framework that fosters the 
ability to analyze and synthesize local information for regional, national, or global 
application.  
• Nature Studies.  Using the school property, local community, and surrounding areas as 
ongoing sites for learning, these sites eliminate the barriers between the four-walled 
classroom and the outside world.  Students are able to see, hear, touch, and experience 
the natural world that they could only imagine in the classroom. 
• Real-World Problem Solving.  Students help to identify and select school or community 
issues that they would like to investigate and solve.  The teacher acts as a facilitator to 
connect the selected problem to the approved curriculum as students work with local 
citizens, organizations, agencies, businesses, and government officials.  As students 
collaborate with local community members, they begin to have a voice in the local 
environment and their future. 
• Internships and Entrepreneurial Opportunities.  These opportunities enable students to 
begin envisioning the possibility of viable career opportunities within their local 
communities.  This continuity of providing locally trained and knowledgeable personnel 
aides in the economic stability and growth of the region along with dispelling the belief 
that young people need to leave home to establish their place in the world.  Students who 
have had the opportunity to participate in a place-based program will continue to provide 
a model for those younger students to follow.   
• Induction into Community Processes.  Placed-based education exposes students to the 
economics of their community as well as the decision-making process.  The activities that 
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provide students with opportunities to view the community as part of their own 
ecosystem, where they have input and influence, allows them the chance to incorporate 
classroom knowledge into the community.  As students work side by side with local 
community members, they often welcome the opportunity to give back to others while 
validating their own self-worth.  The community experiences provide a cultural and 
generational bond that allows for sustainability of the community and the continuity of a 
systems-approach between the school, community members, and governmental 
authorities. 
We have often spoken about the “silos” or the “chimneys” of education.  Certified teachers have 
sequestered themselves in their classrooms teaching their students the approved curriculum that 
has been provided to them.  Schools have been opening their doors in the morning for students to 
enter and again at the end of the day for tired pupils to scamper to their busses for a long ride 
home, with little fresh air or contact during the day with the surrounding community.  Place-
based learning has worked to shatter the real or perceived silos and chimney barriers that exist 
between schools and the local community that supports them.  By using the local ecological and 
socio-cultural setting as the organizing focus, place-based education has aimed to re-establish the 
connections among schools, youth, and communities that have disintegrated in conventional 
schooling.  The use of place-based education has required a school district and the local 
community to think differently and do things differently (Chin, 2001). 
 The Center for Ecoliteracy (Barlow & Crabtree, 2000), identified five factors and 
conditions that have aided in the facilitation and incorporation of a place-based program into the 
regular education curriculum.  
• Principal support for risk taking among teachers, with a school culture of innovation  
• A mass of teacher commitment 
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• District and school board understanding and support of the program 
• Teacher planning time and resources, including community partnerships 
• Consensus on the goals between the program’s multiple partners  
At a California State Education and Environment Roundtable conference, (SEER), consisting of 
12 various education agencies, an analysis of the data from 60 schools that had incorporated an 
environmental place-based education program was conducted.  The results indicated better 
performance on standardized tests, reduced discipline problems, and improved development of 
problem–solving, critical thinking, and decision making skills when the local environment was 
integrated into the curriculum ("California Student Assessment," 2000).  
Schools that have broken the silos of education have shared a common belief that with 
the incorporation of a place-based education program, students become responsible citizens 
through understanding the places where they live with educational opportunities based on real 
life issues that encourage them to become stewards of their own communities.  To further 
strengthen the place-based learning program, the incorporation of a service learning component 
has provided a meaningful and sustainable connection between students and the community ("A 
Forest For," 2011).   
Service Learning 
It has been difficult to separate place-based learning and service learning  due to the fact 
that they have been two philosophies joined together in an effort to provide students a lifelong 
learning opportunity in a local context.  Service learning has been based with John Dewey and 
his pragmatic philosophy.  Dewey found that education could incorporate service learning in five 
specific ways: 
1. Linking education to experience 
 2. Democratic community 
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 3. Social service 
 4. Reflective inquiry  
 5. Education for social transformation (Saltmarsh, 1996). 
Through the use of this type of experiential learning, the student has become the teacher and the 
teacher the student, allowing for a reciprocal relationship that may be transferred back to the 
classroom.  Dewey asserted that reflection has been a critical component to service learning.   
Reflective learning breaks down the distinctions between thought and action, theory and practice, 
knowledge and authority, ideas and responsibility.  Reflection as a mode of inquiry has been 
central to experiential learning and also has been the critical connection in service-learning 
between service activity and the learning associated with it (Saltmarsh, 1996).  Dewey also found 
that reflection has taken the form of suggestions (stopping to consider more than one course of 
action), intellectualism (defining the problem and raising questions and possible solutions), 
hypothesizing (developing a guiding idea based on observation and previous knowledge), 
reasoning (applying knowledge and developing links in sequences of ideas), and testing the 
hypothesis in action (verification through further observation or experimentation to solve the 
problem or find a new problem) (Giles & Eyler, 1994).  Reflective practice for a student has 
taken the form of various curricular activities such as journaling, blogging, or artwork.   
It is well known that every student acquires knowledge utilizing a variety of different 
learning styles.  Kolb described these experiential learning styles based on a four stage learning 
cycle.  
1. Concrete Experience.  A new experience of situation is encountered, or a reinterpretation 
of existing experience. 
2. Reflective Observation.  An observation of the new experience.  Of particular 
importance, are any inconsistencies between experience and understanding. 
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3. Abstract Conceptualization.  Reflection gives rise to a new idea, or a modification of an 
existing abstract concept. 
4. Active Experimentation.  The learner applies them to the world around them to see what 
results.  (McLeod, 2010) 
Place-based, service learning has incorporated this learning cycle for every student at their own 
level through direct instruction in the classroom, by working collaboratively in groups, and 
assimilation of new knowledge with prior knowledge often by reading or using models to think 
through the information so students may apply this information to practice solving problems.  
Students are then able to apply this knowledge in a situated environment using their instinctive 
skills in a personal and useful manner.  Kolb and Dewey’s theories from years ago have meshed 
together to lay the groundwork for place-based, service learning in our schools today.  
 Tying together the theories of Kolb and Dewey and key to place-based, service learning 
has been the concept of learning within a contextualized or local environment, otherwise known 
as situated learning.   
The term service-learning first entered into mainstream teaching practices in 1967 
through the work of the Southern Regional Education Board.  The idea of service and learning 
was originally focused on students at the college level, but slowly made its way into mainstream 
K-12 classroom.  Service-learning has been a method of teaching that enriches learning by 
engaging students in meaningful service in their schools and communities, while integrating that 
service with curricula or learning objectives ("Getting Started In," 2010).  The goals of service-
learning have been to provide students, teachers, schools, and communities the opportunity to 
apply direct classroom instruction in their local surroundings.  Those community-based 
experiences should provide continuous situations that build upon one another and provide growth 
and the development of skills.  The role of the teacher has been to identify and direct those 
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experiences often acting as a colleague in the learning experience.  The learning has happened as 
a result of the interaction between the learner and the environment.  The learning has been 
situated learning in that it has occurred as a result of the environment and the students’ 
contextualized learning ("Getting Started In," 2010).   
An effective service-learning project has been one that is tailored to the specific grade 
level and curricular goals of the classroom.  Therefore, a project that has been developed for an 
elementary student will have different ideas, goals, and tasks than that of a high school student.  
The four goals of keeping students in school and learning, developing involved citizens, 
enhancing critical thinking and problem solving skills and improving job readiness fit nicely into 
the twenty-first century learning goals that are frequently stated in a school district vision or 
mission statements.  Although the goals may not look the same, each type of service project will 
fit into one of the three frameworks of service learning (National Youth Leadership Council, 
2010).  The framework that a service-learning project may fit in to may involve direct service, 
indirect service, or advocacy.  A teacher will select a service project to meet the needs of the 
students, curriculum, and community (See Figure 6). 
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Figure 6.  Service Learning Categories 
 
The National Youth Leadership Council has also published a set of service learning 
standards that have provide school districts, educators and community agencies guidance as they 
begin the planning process for a place-based, service learning project that will be tied to core 
curriculum and national standards (See Figure 7). 
 
 
•Students are face to face with the people the students are serving
•( holiday meals, nursing home visits, community cleanup, building project, tutoring)
Direct Service
•Students offer behind the scenes help for a local project
•(Research local history then produce an informational phamplet, design, create and 
distribute postcards for visitors to the community, produce "kid friendly" learning materials 
for younger students)   
Indirect Service
•Students work on behalf of a specific cause or social issue. 
•(Students against Drunk Driving, Students for a Cleaner Environment)  
Advocacy
  
Figure 7.  National Youth Leadership Council K
Practice  
 
The standards and activities have not been intended to create more work for the teacher, 
rather, they have been meant to provide a meaningful learning experience for the student and 
educator while implementing the approved standards
ownership of their learning as they tackle local community issues in collaboration with fellow 
students and local community members. 
students collaborate with citizens, agencies, local
real-life issues meaningful to all concerned (Clark, 2007).  As students gain confidence
begin to demonstrate creativity and individual learning responsibility with the transference of 
acquired classroom knowledge to the application of knowledge (Clark, 2007; Gruenewald & 
Smith 2008; Sobel, 2005; Theobald & Curtis, 2000).  
Situated Learning 
 A key component of the place
environment in which the learning or the transfer of learning has taken place.
MEANINGFUL SERVICE
Service-learning actively engages 
participants in meaningful and 
personally relevant service activities.
instructional strategy to meet learning goals 
Service
reflection activities that are ongoing and that 
prompt deep thinking and analysis about oneself 
DIVERSITY
Service-learning promotes understanding 
of diversity and mutual respect among all 
participants.
Service
process to assess the quality of implementation and 
progress toward meeting specified goals, and uses 
 
-12 Service Learning Standards for Quality 
-based curriculum.  Students begin to take 
 School-community barriers are frequently crossed as 
 businesses, and even the government to solve 
 
-based, service learning philosophy has been the context or 
  Situated learning
LINK TO CURRICULUM
Service-learning is intentionally used as an 
and/or content standards.
REFLECTION
-learning incorporates multiple challenging 
and one’s relationship to society.
YOUTH VOICE
Service-learning provides youth with a 
strong voice in planning, implementing, 
and evaluating service
experiences with guidance from adults.
PARTNERSHIPS
Service-learning partnerships are 
collaborative, mutually beneficial, and 
address community needs.
PROGRESS MONITORING
-learning engages participants in an ongoing 
results for improvement and sustainability.
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as described by Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (1991), has emphasized the notion that a 
significant amount of what is learned by either students or adults has been specific to the 
situation or context in which the information is presented and applied.  Also, learning has 
required a social interaction and participant collaboration; a situated, experiential application of 
direct instruction.  The theory has reflected on the influence of John Dewey and the thought that 
learning has been developed through experience and social interaction.  Perret-Clermont (1993) 
stated, “Cognitive performances are socially contextualized responses” (p.198).  Perret-Clermont 
articulated that it has been nearly impossible to separate social tasks from cognitive tasks, and 
that the understanding of theoretical concepts have been situation-bound and dispersed 
throughout a student’s environment.  Interacting with information resources through 
socialization has allowed for the external mediation of certain learning processes that are 
internalized by the learner (Wenger, 1998).  In the school setting, the importance of this concept 
has been exposed with the revelation that learning has been a function of the activity, 
environment, or community in which it occurs.  It may be called a community of practice.  This 
has not been purposeful learning; rather it has been unintentional (Wenger, 1998).   
In traditional learning situation, static knowledge has been presented in a standard 
classroom that often has been abstract and impersonal however, a situated learning approach has 
stressed the importance of social interaction and collaboration on legitimate tasks situated as 
close as possible to their real-world or authentic context (Brown, Collins & Duguid, 1989; Lave 
& Wenger, 1991).  The teaching practice may not have included an actual out-of-classroom 
experience, nonetheless, situated learning techniques of role playing, case studies, games or 
interactive computer simulations may allow the potential for the deep cognitive processing of 
newly presented information.  The addition of student reflection incorporating personal 
experiences may increase the application of knowledge in a variety of contexts.  With the 
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intermingling of interactive discussions and peer collaboration, the teacher may augment an 
individual student’s thoughts and internalized situated understandings (Lave & Wenger, 1991).   
According to Brown et al. (1989), knowledge acquisition has been more effectively 
presented through authentic domain activities that require collaborative social interaction in the 
construction of knowledge.  To aid in the enhancement of a student’s skill development, teachers 
who incorporate problem-based approaches along with guided practice activities, which are a 
challenge to students, and address actual local and global concerns have set the stage for the 
collaborative interdisciplinary application of knowledge.  The more successful manner of 
conveying necessary skills to students has been to teach them critical thinking skills in context of 
real-world problems.  When students are first presented with direct teacher instruction, guided 
practice, and then independent application in a contextualized setting, deep cognitive 
understanding, and a positive self-efficacy has been developed (Beyer, 1990).   
Situated learning that has encouraged a contextualized setting is not like a traditional 
learning experience.  The community of practice described by Lave and Wenger (1991) has been 
a central component of situated learning that has presented an apprenticeship model of learning 
for students.  Initially students have been introduced to the environment and participate on the 
periphery by watching and learning.  The next phase has then commenced with limited 
participation as core knowledge and the normed practices of the masters are applied.  Finally, the 
apprentice has become the master and begins to enjoy full participation in the practices of the 
community, while developing a sense of belonging and commitment (Handley, Sturdy, Fincham 
& Clark, 2006).  Although in reality the community of practice has had a natural application for 
medical students, carpenters, teachers and trade workers, the community may also provide a 
natural lifelong learning opportunity for students.  The community has provided a learning 
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environment for any group of people who have a mutual concern or passion; something they do 
and the desire to learn to do it better as they interact regularly (Wenger, 2007). 
When learning in a community of practice is described, it may seem to be formal and 
filled with specific steps at each intersection; however, in reality, learning in the social context 
has been informal and supportive to the individual (See Figure 8).  With the teacher acting as a 
guide to scaffold the particular situated experience, the student gains self-confidence by 
practicing and applying their knowledge learned in the classroom (Wenger, 1999; Pulkkinen, 
2003). 
 
   
Figure 8.  The Components of the Social Theory of Learning (Wenger, 1999; Pulkkinen, 2003) 
 
In terms of education, Wenger (1998) asserted that we need to think of education not 
merely in terms of an initial period of socialization into a culture, but more fundamentally in 
terms of rhythms by which communities and individuals continually renew themselves. As goals 
for the twenty-first century learner are further developed, with the objective of lifelong learning 
in mind, educators need to consider knowledge not as an individual aspiration but as a 
community aspiration over time.  
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Situated learning theory has encompassed deliberate direct instruction and the 
unintentional instruction that has occurred in the contextual environments that surround students.  
The incorporation of a place-based, service learning program, such as TTEC has provided 
students the situated opportunity to adapt and apply their core knowledge in a variety of ways.  
Learner adaptation has involved constructing personal schemata along with a collection of 
cognitive tools for a variety of contexts.  Such tools, and individual understandings, have been 
developed through the informal sharing and doing of authentic tasks in social units (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991).   
The Educational Community  
 In 1938 John Dewey stated, “I assume that amid all uncertainties there is one permanent 
frame of reference: namely the organic connection between education and personal experience” 
(p.25).  Dewey recognized that all learning could not be gained or experienced in the classroom; 
however the current standards-based accountability curriculum model that has been fostered 
through NCLB, has placed the educational community in somewhat of a conundrum.  For place-
based, service learning to be a success in the classroom and the selected contextualized 
environment, a supportive and professional school learning community needs to exist.  This 
learning community may be perpetuated through an effective educator and administrative 
presence in our schools.  
With the federal mandate requiring all students to perform at a specific proficient level in 
mathematics, reading, and science by the 2013-2014 school year, local school districts and state 
agencies have been scrambling for effective teaching and assessment methods.  As the 
educational community looks for ways to ensure that students acquire the necessary academic 
skills and the creative skills we most often value in administrators, teachers, and students, those 
skills may be cast to the side in favor of the scientifically based methods suggested in the NCLB 
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legislation.  In the law, the phrase scientifically-based research has been referred to more than 
100 times ("From The Capital," 2003).  Obviously Congress is asking educators to avoid the use 
of creative teaching methods that have no scientific evidence and are not directly linked to the 
academic improvement and achievement of our students ("From The Capital," 2003).   
Although place-based service learning has not been listed on the widely recognized 
“What Works Clearinghouse” web site as an effective, scientifically valid form of instruction 
(Gent, 2007), educators have had to work to find the appropriate time and place to insert the 
program in their curriculum due to its ability to tie the local schools to the surrounding 
communities using the current curriculum framework.  To meet the demands of NCLB, the most 
accepted model of applying place-based service learning has been through the use of 
scientifically-based direct instruction partnered with place-based, service learning.  Direct 
instruction has been a top down approach that focuses on acquisition of academic skills and uses 
a precisely structured, quick paced format to do so (Carnine, Silbert & Kameenui, 1990; Gent, 
2007).  Place-based, service learning has provided students with the next step in the instructional 
and learning process through individualization, independent practice, and generalization.  
Generalization has provided students with the ability to apply knowledge or skills in new 
situations or to new problems (Snell & Brown, 2000).  The combination of teaching techniques 
has enabled place-based, service learning to be incorporated into standards-based curriculum by 
allowing for guided practice, transfer of skills from the classroom to a real setting, experiential 
opportunities and self-reflection (Snell & Brown, 2000).   
As states have continued to align their curriculum with federal mandates for the increased 
rigor and relevance in academics and assessments to meet the demands of NCLB legislation, 
new common core academic standards along with teacher and administrative rating systems have 
begun.  In July 2010, Pennsylvania joined with other states to begin the adoption the Common 
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Core State Standards.  The Common Core State Standards have been a roadmap for educators to 
use to begin the building process for a student’s success as they prepare for college or the 
workforce.  The standards have not told teachers how to teach, however they have provided 
assistance to teachers in determining the knowledge and skills their students need to create the 
best lessons and environments for their classrooms (National Governors Association for Best 
Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2012).  Shortly after July 2012, the 
Pennsylvania Department of Education made the decision to fashion a set of Pennsylvania 
Common Core Standards in mathematics, language arts, and English.  Those new standards have 
mirrored the content and rigor of Common Core, but reflect the organization and design of the 
PA Academic Standards (Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2012).  As of the time of this 
study, the Pennsylvania Standards for social studies, science, and other technical subjects were 
under review and revision to also reflect the common core standards.  As those standards get 
adopted, there has been room allocated for the incorporation of place-based, service learning into 
the curriculum.  For example, in an eighth grade civics and government class, a teacher 
following standard 5.2.8.C. would plan for his students to describe the role of political leadership 
and public service. Utilizing the exemplary material and resources that have been provided on 
the Standards Aligned System (SAS) website, students would be reading the lesson From 
Critical Consciousness to Service Learning (PDE, 2012).  This lesson has assisted in preparing 
the students for a place-based, service learning project as an extension of their standards-based 
classroom instruction (PDE, 2012).  
 Under the U.S. Department of Education’s Race to the Top initiative (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2012), in an effort to improve teacher and principal effectiveness, states have been 
required to do the following: 
 1. Measure individual student growth 
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 2. Design and implement transparent evaluation systems for teachers and principals that 
are designed for principal and teacher involvement, differentiate effectiveness and 
take into account student growth 
 3. Conduct annual evaluations of teachers and principals 
 4. Use the results of these evaluations to inform decisions. 
 The new requirements result in both teachers and principals being evaluated on their individual 
performance and the performance of their students.  The pressure for students to succeed in a 
standards-based environment has been more critical than ever.  Not only will educational funding 
be impacted, but the jobs of valued educators will be impacted as well.  Consequently, educators 
must examine methods to make the curriculum relevant and meaningful to the students in the 
face of rigorous evaluation systems (Lane & Horner, 2010).  
 The proposed teacher and principal effective evaluation systems has gone to looking 
beyond the four walls of the brick and mortar classroom, to provide latitude for curriculum and 
instruction and students acquisition of knowledge (Goe, Bell, & Little, 2008).  By analyzing the 
research, policies, and standards that addressed teacher effectiveness, Goe, Bell, and Little 2008 
crafted a five-point definition of teacher effectiveness that may be used as a foundation when 
analyzing teacher effectiveness.  Three of those definitions have supported the use of place-
based, service learning when considering effective teaching practices:  
• Effective teachers contribute to the positive academic, attitudinal, and social outcomes 
for students such as regular attendance, on-time promotion to the next grade, on-time 
graduation, self-efficacy, and cooperative behavior. 
• Effective teachers use diverse resources to plan and structure engaging learning 
opportunities: monitor student progress formatively, adapting instruction as needed; and 
evaluating learning using multiple sources of evidence.  
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• Effective teachers contribute to the development of classrooms and schools that value 
diversity and civic-mindedness.  
When deciding on an effective teacher measurement system to use, the state of Pennsylvania, 
like many other states, conducted extensive research and analysis of the various observation 
measures available. Danielson’s Enhancing Professional Practice: A Framework for Teaching 
1996 has been a high quality research-based tool that districts and some states have used as a 
foundation for their teacher evaluation systems (Rowland, 2009).  The framework has strived to 
include various ranges of teacher performance, subjects, and grade levels.  The Framework 
rubric consists of 22 components organized into four performance domains: planning and 
preparation, classroom environment (classroom management), and instruction and professional 
responsibilities (Lane & Horner, 2010).  Specific language in the 2011 Danielson model (SAS, 
2012) and the four performance domains have led educators to the inclusion of place-based, 
service learning as a presence in a teacher’s toolbox for exemplary teaching practice.  Domain 1 
has concentrated on what teachers do in the classroom, including those actions that have a direct 
impact on student achievement (Marzano, 2014).  In the elements of domain 1B: Demonstrating 
Knowledge of Students, teachers have been reminded that teaching has not been completed in 
the abstract: they teach content to the students.  To ensure student learning, teachers must 
recognize recent research findings in cognitive development that suggest that students learn 
through active intellectual engagement with content.  An indicator of this domain would include 
teachers participating in community cultural events.  As a proficient or distinguished indicator, a 
teacher would be familiar with the activities in their neighborhoods, cultural heritage of the 
students, and incorporate the culture into classroom lessons.  Domain 1D: Demonstrating 
Knowledge of Resources has further supported the integration of places-based, service learning 
with the confirmation that resources fall into several different categories: those used in the 
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classroom by students, those available beyond the classroom walls to enhance student learning, 
those for teachers to further their own professional knowledge and skill, and those that may 
provide non-instructional assistance to students (SAS, 2012).  The distinguished teacher may 
make contact, arrange, and facilitate student involvement with resources outside of the 
classroom.  Furthermore, expert teachers look beyond the school for resources to bring their 
subjects to life and to assist students who need help in both their academic and nonacademic 
lives (SAS, 2012).  In each of the four domains, opportunities exist for students and educators to 
become involved in the community and to incorporate and expand their direct classroom 
knowledge.  
 The Educational Leadership Policy Standards: ISLLC 2008 has been used to serve as 
basis and guide for designing and revising effective principal evaluations (Council of Chief State 
School Officers [CCSSO], 2008).  Two key standards have been used to evaluate school leaders: 
Standard: 4 School and Community, which reads, “An educational leader promotes the success 
of every student by collaborating with faculty and community members, responding to diverse 
community interests and needs, and mobilizing community resources,” and Standard 6: Wider 
political, social, economic, legal, and cultural contexts, which reads, “An educational leader 
promotes the success of every student by understanding, responding to and influencing the 
political, social, economic , legal and cultural context” (p.18).  Although the educational 
community has been acting slowly to develop and adopt effective assessments of and for its 
school leaders, it has become clear that community involvement has become a key consideration 
for student and educator success.  
Summary 
This review has provided a foundation for the examination of how the implementation of a 
place-based, service learning program may affect student engagement and efficacy, the perceived 
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increase in student academic achievement and the diversification of teaching practices. It has 
also provided an overview of place-based learning, service learning, situated learning, and the 
educational influences that play a role in the integration of a contextualized place-based, service 
learning model into standards-based curriculums.  The following questions were addressed in the 
literature:  
1. How does administrative support affect the likelihood of the successful implementation of 
a place-based program and allow for diversifying teacher practices? 
2. How does the implementation of a place-based, service learning program influence a 
student’s interest and engagement in a standards-based curriculum?  
3. How can the integration of place-based, service learning curriculum aid students to 
become stewards of their local community? 
 Students have arrived in our schools on a daily basis from a variety of cultural and educational 
backgrounds that affect their ability to succeed in standards-based classrooms. Incorporating the 
place-based, service learning approach has challenged the traditional rhetoric of schooling that 
has been driven by standardization, the need for accountability, and the testing of mass-produced 
knowledge (Clark, 2007).  Unlike standards, testing, and pedagogies that teach to tests, place-
based, service learning has attempted to explore the learning material in a way that connects 
young people to purposes greater than themselves (Gruenewald, 2003).  This study has sought to 
fill a gap in the knowledge and understanding of the ingredients necessary to initiate and sustain 
the implementation of a place-based, service learning program in a standards-based school 
system.  
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Chapter 3:  Research Methodology 
Introduction 
 Educators today have been faced with the increased pressure of producing successful, 
academically proficient students in the classroom as measured through the use of standardized 
tests.  However, not every student has been able to learn, process, or acquire knowledge through 
the abstract method of direct instruction that has been most often utilized in a standards-based 
classroom. Newmann, Wehlage, and Lamborn (1992) (as noted by Scales & Roehlkepartain, 
2005) found there was a positive impact on student engagement and achievement when 
curriculum has engaged students in the construction of knowledge, ownership of the cognitive 
work, and authentic connection to the “real world” and community was made. 
 The purpose of this ethnographic case study was to examine how teachers believe the 
implementation of a place-based, service learning program may affect student attitudes and 
classroom engagement, along with the diversification of their teaching practices in a standards-
based classroom. Guiding research questions included:  
1. How does administrative support increase the likelihood of the successful implementation 
of a place-based, service learning program? 
2. How does the integration of a place-based, service learning program aid teacher’s 
attitudes and beliefs concerning standards-based curriculum instruction?  
3. Based on teacher’s perceptions, how does the implementation of a place-based, service 
learning program influence student’s attitudes and engagement in the classroom? 
A request for Institutional Board Review (IRB) and approval to conduct this research was 
directed to the Drexel University office of research compliance using an expedited review 
process. 
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The Trail to Every Classroom (TTEC) has been a professional development program that 
was launched in the summer of 2006 for educators in schools located along the 2,184-mile 
footpath known as the Appalachian Trail.  Through a collaborative effort by the National Park 
Service and the Appalachian Trail Conservancy, the TTEC program has been modeled after the 
highly successful Forest for Every Classroom program.  The premise of TTEC has been that by 
offering high quality professional development opportunities that promote place-based education 
and service learning, teachers and community partners are able to develop opportunities to 
engage youth in trail management activities, increase civic engagement, and promote the 
educational use of community resources as a curriculum resource (Iacuzzi, Plumb, Powers & 
PEER Associates, 2007). 
Following the completion of the 2006 inaugural institute, PEER Associates conducted a 
program evaluation of TTEC.  With a focus on place-based education, environmental, and 
sustainability projects, PEER Associates incorporated a participatory evaluation process to 
predict how various organizations may best focus their programs for optimal success ("Program 
Evaluation," 2012).  Using a multiple-method, utilization focused, participatory evaluation 
process (Phillips, Duffin & PEER Associates, 2006), PEER Associates conducted the program 
evaluation by using observations, 8 focus groups, and 28 surveys, which had represented 70 % of 
the 40 participants.  Following completion of the TTEC program, educators were asked to return 
to their schools and implement a curriculum focused on place-based, service learning principles 
while incorporating the Appalachian Trail and the local community.  Two key themes emerged 
from the 2006 evaluation, which formed the basis of this study: 
1. The percentage of participants who strongly agreed that they were prepared to collaborate 
with other educators for curriculum planning, comparing before and after the institute. 
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2. Using place-based, service learning curriculum to help meet local, district, or state 
learning standards. 
PEER Associates has continued to evaluate the TTEC program on a yearly basis at the 
conclusion of each workshop cycle; however, the questions of administrative support, program 
implementation to meet state standards, and student engagement have not been approached since 
the initial 2006 evaluation.  As a result of the many increased requirements that have been placed 
on schools, educators, and students, those questions have merited further investigation.  
Site and Population 
Site description.  This study was conducted at two geographically separated middle 
schools; however, each was located in close proximity to the Appalachian Trail.  The schools 
were selected in part as a result of specific teacher and administrative staff participation in the 
National Park Service and Appalachian Trail Conservancy professional development program, 
TTEC.  The variation across those settings allowed for a wide range of prior experiences, diverse 
local knowledge, and contexts to become infused within the commonality of the yearlong TTEC 
professional learning community.  
  The first school (site one) was a rural (fringe) middle school located approximately 15 
miles northwest of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania.  The district has been considered to be a bedroom 
community with many inhabitants travelling to the city of Harrisburg for employment.  The 
residents who have not been commuting for employment have been blue-collar workers or local 
farmers.  With a declining school enrollment and rising unemployment, the district has been able 
to maintain a modest but stable school budget with no local tax increases.  At the time of this 
study, 31.6% of the students had been receiving a free or a reduced fee lunch.  With a total 
district-wide population of 1,975 students and a middle school of 578 students in grades five to 
eight, the small middle school has offered few extracurricular opportunities for its students.  
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There has been little overall student diversity—5.6% of the total students were listed as 
minorities and 18.5% of students qualified for special education services.  The number of 
teacher’s district-wide was 170, with 58 various professionals located at the middle school.  In 
2011, the middle school successfully achieved Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) in all categories 
as defined in the NCLB legislation. 
 The second school (site two) was a middle school located in a county-wide, suburban 
school district situated in one of the fastest growing areas of Northern Virginia, outside of the 
city of Washington, D.C.  With 80 total schools and 14 middle schools housing students in 
grades six to eight, this district of 65,653 students was larger than most in the state.  The middle 
school served 934 students with 18% minority, 14% special education students, and 12% 
receiving free and reduced lunch.  The school district has been facing rising enrollment as middle 
and upper class, highly educated, federal government and related service employees are attracted 
to this suburban area with quality schools and abundant extracurricular opportunities for the 
students.  In 2011, the selected middle school did not make AYP as specified by the NCLB 
requirements due to the low performance of the subgroups of special education math and 
English, and economically disadvantaged math areas.   
Population description.  With the qualitative approach selected as the prime 
methodology of this case study research project, the quality of the data was essential.  Qualitative 
research has involved fewer participants allowing for richer data, and more in depth, knowledge 
obtained through the interview and observation processes (Garchinsky, 2008).  Using a 
purposeful sampling of individuals to allow for maximum variation between the two specific 
locations, educators who fit the criteria of the place-based, service learning model supported by 
the TTEC program in schools located near the Appalachian Trail with standards-based 
classrooms were selected for this study.  The twelve participants were divided equally between 
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the two sites.  Nine of the twelve participants were teachers, two were administrators, and one 
participant was a retired administrator (See Table 1 for details).  To qualify as a participant, each 
of the educators had to successfully complete the yearlong professional development TTEC 
program offered by the National Park Service and Appalachian Trail Conservancy; or had to 
have participated in a Train–the-Trainer professional development workshop offered at the 
selected site-based school.  An ideal configuration of demographics would provide for a variety 
based on age, sex, certification area, years of experience as an educator, site location, and 
socioeconomic status of the schools surveyed.  To limit the variables found between an 
elementary and middle school or a high school and middle school, only middle school sites were 
surveyed.  The educators who were selected worked with diverse groups of students, each with 
differing socio economic levels and communities.  The 12 educators selected for the qualitative 
portion of this study reflected this variety.   
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Table 1  
Qualitative Population 
Sample Age Sex Certification Years’ experience 
 
1a 
 
55 
 
Female 
English 
K- 8 Certification 
 
18  
 
1b 
 
44 
 
Female 
English 
Middle School Certification 
 
17  
 
1c 
 
54 
 
Female 
Secondary Administration 
Certification  
7–12 General Mathematics 
Certification  
K–12 Health and Physical Education 
Certification 
 
7 (assistant principal) 
23(teaching)  
 
1d 
 
57 
 
Female 
Business and Marketing 
Certification  
6–12 
Currently middle school 
computer/technology education 
 
10  
 
1e 
 
30  
 
Female 
Art Certification 
K-12 
 
8  
 
2a 
 
50 
 
Male 
Social Studies 
7–12 Certification 
 
28  
 
2b 
 
28 
 
Male 
Social Studies 
7–12 Certification 
 
 6 
 
2c 
 
33 
 
Female 
Art 
K – 12 Certification 
 
9  
 
2d 
 
27 
 
Female 
Family and Consumer Science 
7 – 12 Certification  
 
5  
2e 56  
Male 
General Science 
7–12 Certification 
 
34  
 
Site Access 
The school principal with the approval of the district superintendent granted access to site 
one (See Appendix A).  Six educators from this site completed the TTEC program during two 
different, successive calendar years.  Arrangements for the qualitative interviews, group 
observations, curriculum review, and viewing of artifacts were made with the approval of the 
middle school principal and at the convenience of the staff that were participating in this study. 
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This researcher has been employed for three years at site one, where the interviews were 
conducted.  Three teachers from site two participated in the TTEC program in the 2011-2012 
calendar year.  Upon returning to site two, a train the trainer model was incorporated, and three 
more staff members became involved with the incorporation of the TTEC curriculum into the 
standards-based curriculums.  Access to site two was granted by the district superintendent for 
the qualitative interview, group observation, and curriculum review of the subject educators (See 
Appendix B).  
All casual interviews, group observations, and teacher supplied curriculum and artifacts 
occurred at the school site locations of the participants.  As previously noted, site one was a rural 
(fringe) middle school with a moderate to low income population, which has served a majority of 
blue collar workers.  Site two was an affluent, large suburban middle school with a majority of 
upper middle class students from white collar households.  The time and location of data 
gathering was arranged with the support of the supervising principal or district superintendent.  
Research Design and Rationale 
 As researchers have struggled with how to validate the incorporation of place-based, 
service learning into standards-based curriculum, it has been widely acknowledged that 
quantitative research methods have been too limited and do not capture the depth and richness of 
the service-learning experience (Shumer, 2000).  Instead, researchers have advocated the use of 
more qualitative community-based research (Strand et al., 2003) that has incorporated the vast, 
wide-ranging diverse assortment of activities conducted in numerous settings by a wide variety 
of people (Billig, 2004). 
This research utilized a multiple bounded systems approach relying heavily on the 
qualitative information obtained through the interview process, group interviews, and review of 
documents including the curriculum plans, reports, student evidence and artifacts supplied by the 
   49
selected participants.  Creswell (2008) described a collective case study as one in which a 
researcher selects one issue or concern, but selects several research sites to show different 
perspectives on the issue.  Although the contexts of the cases may vary, using selected 
representative examples provided the opportunity to study the chosen sites within their unique 
environments.  Supporting information concerning the relevance and application of TTEC 
materials were supplied using the results of PEER Associates studies of TTEC exit and follow up 
surveys. PEER Associates supplied curricular and background information related to TTEC 
program from 2006 to 2011.  A letter of access and support was provided by PEER Associates 
(See Appendix C).  
An ethnographic case study approach was selected due to the constructivist view of the 
researcher that allowed for the incorporation of quantifiable data while exploring the many 
perspectives of educators within a specific context.  This researcher viewed the qualitative data 
through an epistemological lens, which enabled an in-depth understanding as an insider of how 
the TTEC curriculum and place-based service learning was incorporated into a standards-based 
curriculum.  This was accomplished through the objective analysis of the diverse perspectives 
originating from the direct quotes, observations, curriculum review, and student artifacts of the 
individual participants.  
Additional supporting qualitative information was provided by PEER Associates using 
the participatory evaluation process.  The curricular information and survey results were 
reflective of the TTEC professional development program during the summers of 2006 to 2011.  
In this study, purposeful sampling was used and based on the need to select specific teachers 
who had participated in the TTEC professional development program, have knowledge of the 
TTEC curriculum model and philosophy, and were employed in the selected school sites.  
According to Creswell (2008), purposeful sampling “is a qualitative sampling procedure in 
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which researchers intentionally select individuals and sites to learn or understand the central 
phenomenon” (p. 645). 
Research Methods 
List of methods used.  The research for this qualitative ethnographic case study was 
conducted by using three different perspectives, which allowed for the triangulation of 
information and the emergence of common congruent themes.  The methods used were: 
1. Semi structured interviews 
2. Group interviews   
3. Teacher supplied curriculum materials, lesson plans and artifacts 
Creswell (2008) described a case study approach as one that used the constructivist design as an 
method, which allows the researcher to understand the emerging themes of patterns, 
relationships, and connections by using open coding.  Data obtained in this manner was analyzed 
through the case descriptions and themes of the cases, including cross-case themes. To maximize 
the teacher supplied information, data displays were utilized to organize and catalog the various 
artifacts.  Data displays made use of visual representations that aided in revealing relationships.  
The displays took the form of concept maps, models, and photographs that were easily displayed 
to visualize relationships and commonalities (Huberman & Miles, 1994). 
Stages of Data Collection 
 The research occurred in four stages.  Figure 9 provides an illustration of the process. 
 Figure 9.  Research Timeline  
 
During the late fall and early winter of 2012
accepted under the direction of the selected Drexel dissertation committee. 
finalization of the unstructured interview 
winter approached, an application for an expedited 
office of research and compliance 
questions was completed using educators
clarity and completeness. The interview questions 
group interviews, review of curriculum
school site.   
 The transcription and analysis of the casual interview questions 
spring and early summer 2013.  As themes 
and group observations, data displays 
service learning in action.  The results of the qualitative information 
•Complete Chapters 
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•Finalize 
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Fall / Early 
Winter 2012
• IRB Approval
•Pilot Interview 
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•Qualitative 
Interviews 
 
, the research proposal was completed
 Clarification and 
questions that were also drafted at that time
IRB approval from the Drexel University 
was submitted.  A brief pilot study of the sample interview 
 outside of the targeted sites to check for question 
were revised as needed.  Casual interviews, 
 materials, lesson plans, and artifacts occur
occurred during late 
began to emerge from the casual focused
were reviewed for examples and evidence 
were analyzed and 
Stage Two
Early Spring 
2013 •Coding
•Data Displays
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Early Summer 
2013
•Final Written Results
• Implications / 
Recommendations
•Revisions
 51
 and 
.  As late 
red at each 
 interviews 
of place-based, 
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Winter 2013 
Early Spring 
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compared to the quantitative data provided by PEER Associates for patterns that appeared to 
determine how place-based, service learning programs was successfully integrated in to 
standards-based curriculum.  Following the Institutional Review Board approval, Table 2 
indicates the timeline in the data collection process.   
 
Table 2  
Data Collection Timeline 
Stage of Collection Timeline 
Pilot Study  March - April 2013 
Educator Interviews  May 2013 
Group interviews  May 2013 
Teacher curriculum material, lesson plans, 
classroom artifacts  
May 2013 
 
Pilot Study 
 Individual and group behaviors of educators have differed based on the context of the 
school environment, leaving a gap between what participants say and what they actually do.  To 
identify and overcome those potential gaps, a pilot case was conducted.  The pilot case allowed 
this researcher the opportunity to assume the role of a “laboratory” situation for the detailing of 
protocol. It allowed for the observation of different phenomena from various angles and to try 
different approaches on a trial basis.  The pilot study was conducted from March to April 2013, 
and it involved the testing of the informal, focused interview questions.  This enabled an analysis 
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of the interview questions from the pilot study participants and the opportunity to further refine, 
as needed, the qualitative design proposed for this study.  The teachers selected for the pilot case 
study attended the TTEC professional development program and were located in a school 
situated in close proximity to the Appalachian Trail.  
Description of Methods Used  
 The qualitative information utilized in this study was obtained using three methods: semi-
structured informal interviews, group interviews, and teacher supplied curriculum materials 
(lesson plans and artifacts).  Interview questions were drafted and tested by PEER Associates 
and were specific to the professional development principals of the TTEC program.  The 
questions were related to the TTEC professional development curriculum: the teacher’s ability to 
incorporate place-based, service learning philosophies and practices into a standards-based 
curriculum, the perceived increase in student classroom engagement and interest in a standards-
based curriculum, and the amount of support provided by the school administration for the 
successful implementation and sustainability of a place-based, service learning program.  The 
interview questions were piloted with teachers who were not part of the research sample to check 
for clarity and understanding.  
Group interviews occurred at the selected school locations following the individual 
interviews.  Additional observations then occurred during team meeting times as place-based, 
service learning projects were discussed, planned, and facilitated.  An open ended discussion of 
the place-based, service learning program at the school site was facilitated by the researcher by 
observing the interactions between participants as a discussion of the place-based serving 
learning program at their school occurred.   
Documentation in the form of curriculum material, lesson plans, and classroom artifacts 
was provided to the educators.  The materials assisted in providing evidence of place-based, 
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service learning event details over a long period of time.  Although the selection of documents 
was at the discretion of the participants, specific details of state curriculum standards, the 
planning for place-based, service learning and the events were verified.  
Participant Identification and Invitation 
 Participants for this study were selected based on their participation in the TTEC 
professional development program offered by the National Park Service, the Appalachian Trail 
Conservancy, and the location of their schools near the Appalachian Trail.  The selected 
educators were provided an invitation to participate in this study.  Participants had the 
opportunity to discuss this research study and to ask any questions related to it.  They were also 
informed of any possible known consequences of their participation.  Document security 
measures were provided, including the use of pseudonyms, to protect individuals and school 
identities.   
Data Collection and Analysis 
 The interviews were digitally recorded, professionally transcribed, and coded by H2 
Psychological Transcription Services;  further analysis occurred  exploring  for key common 
themes to emerge.  Triangulation of data from the personal interviews, group observations, and 
artifacts lent credibility to the information provided.  Through the process of inductive analysis 
this researcher was able to build concepts, hypothesis, and themes from the observations and 
understandings gleaned from being in the field (Merriam, 2009).  The list of themes was revised 
using a constant comparative process.  Although the constant comparative process has often been 
used in a grounded theory approach, the ability to use a systematic qualitative approach that 
inductively codes textual data based on units of meaning, refinement of categories, and 
explanation of relationships and patterns across categories leading up to a sense making 
integration of data (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994) enabled this researcher to compare various 
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pieces of evidence and statements in order to develop conceptual relationships between the two 
different school sites.  Making use of data displays of the classroom materials, lesson plans, and 
artifacts provided the ability to visualize and compare data in a meaningful way as common 
themes emerged.  
Ethical Considerations 
 This study involved the gathering data and information related to the incorporation of 
place-based, service learning into standards-based curriculums at two middle school sites. In an 
era of accountability, this has not often been considered a common accepted instructional 
procedure, which caused some concern that educators may cringe at the thought of sharing this 
instructional practice.  Each site was provided with an abstract of this study at the time the  
permission for access was requested.  Follow-up emails and phone calls clarified any concerns 
that may existed.  Access to each site and to a limited number of educational participants was 
granted. 
The researcher presented each participant with an informed consent letter asking for 
his/her voluntary participation in this study.  Each person was told that the information obtained 
from the study would not be used for any evaluation purposes.  Data was not shared with 
building principals or district administrative teams.  The identities of the participants were kept 
confidential through the use of pseudonyms and a numerical coding system consisting of random 
numbers.  During data collection, all documents used the coding system rather than an 
individual’s name.  Also, consistent with best research practices in qualitative studies, this 
researcher applied for and obtained an expedited IRB approval from the Drexel University 
research committee.     
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Chapter 4: Results, Findings, and Summary of the Findings 
Introduction 
Educators in our schools have been faced with the daunting task of engaging every 
student in the classroom to facilitate learning while following a rigorous standards-based or 
common core curriculum.  This has been done for the intended purpose of increasing student 
achievement on state mandated testing; however, it has resulted in teachers often worrying about 
surviving their high-stakes evaluations.  The purpose of this ethnographic case study was to 
explore how the incorporation of a place-based, service learning curriculum into a standards-
based curriculum may support both the student and the teacher in the classroom.  It was not the 
purpose of this research to offer a “one size fits all” solution for educators, but rather to utilize 
the experiences and perceptions of experienced teachers as they seek to diversify their instruction 
and strive to engage their students, while delivering a state mandated standards-based 
curriculum.  Three subordinate questions guided this study:  
1. How does administrative support increase the likelihood of the successful implementation 
of a place-based, service learning program? 
2. How can the integration of a place-based, service learning program aid teacher’s attitudes 
and beliefs concerning standards-based curriculum instruction?  
3. Based on teacher’s perceptions, how does the implementation of a place-based, service 
learning program influence student’s attitudes and engagement in the classroom? 
The method of data collection involved individual and group interviews, school and classroom 
observations, and artifacts.  For this study, 10 educators, who had incorporated the philosophy of 
place-based, service learning in their classrooms and schools, were interviewed.  The interviews 
were digitally recorded and transcribed by an outside agency with simple code numbers and 
letters associated with each participant.  Pseudonyms were provided for all of the narratives.  
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Artifacts of teacher generated lesson plans, curriculum design, and student involvement in place-
based, service learning activities provided further evidence to support this research.  
 This chapter has been divided into two sections.  The first of which has provided 
demographics and examined the responses of the educators from Susquenita Middle School and 
Blue Ridge Middle School.  The individual and group narratives have provided a way for 
participant “voices” to be acknowledged when given their perspectives on the incorporation of 
place-based, service learning into teaching curriculums.  The researcher digitally recorded and 
professionally transcribed the participant interviews by using a simple letter number code by H2 
Psychological Transcription Services.  The information from the interviews—including site-
specific observations and site artifacts—were combined and orderly placed into data displays. 
This allowed for an inductive analysis to occur, which identified emerging patterns and themes 
from the various types of qualitative information that was gathered.  The conceptual framework 
of this study along with the qualitative data that was obtained guided the establishment of themes 
and facilitated the answering of the research questions that guided this study have been presented 
in the second section of this chapter.  Section two of this chapter also has provided the findings 
and results of this study. 
Demographics of Susquenita Middle School 
 Mr. Scout demographics.  Mr. Scout was a seventh and eighth grade social studies 
teacher in the Susquenita Middle School for the past 28 years.  As an avid hiker, boy scout 
leader, and outdoorsman, Mr. Scout was excited to be a participant in the 2011 TTEC cohort.  
 Vision and planning.  Mr. Scout admitted to acting more as a facilitator for other staff 
members in the school and adapting the place-based, service learning philosophies to fit the 
needs of his curriculum.  He stated “I worked with the sixth grade teachers in our building.  I 
took their students out onto the Appalachian Trail that crisscrosses through the school campus.  
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We worked on orienteering skills, trail etiquette, and the local community aspect of the 
Appalachian Trail because the trail does traverse right through the middle of Duncannon 
Borough.  The students and teachers read the book Halfway To The Sky.”  
 Mr. Scout was asked to describe specifically how he was able to incorporate place-based, 
service learning into his standards-based curriculum.  He was unable to cite any specific 
curricular components or lesson plans but stated, “Teaching civics and government, it is not that 
hard.  Being a part of the community is the basic, primary goal of citizenship, and having kids 
get out and do things for their community ties directly into that.”   
 Mr. Scout went on to describe various service activities that he, along with several other 
middle school staff members and high school students, had completed.  They were not curricular 
related; however, the school district and the local community benefitted as a whole.  He went on 
to say, “We applied for and received a grant for the design and building of two outdoor 
classrooms on campus.  The student volunteers worked alongside with us digging, holes, setting 
the posts, and doing all of the work that we were doing.  We also had a student complete his 
mandated senior project by working with the Mountain Club of Maryland to clear sections of the 
trail and repaint the directional blazes on the trees for hikers.”  
 Administrative support.  Mr. Scout was asked to identify the level of support he received 
from his school principal to promote the integration of pace-based learning into the curriculum.  
“Right now schools are pulled in many directions with the amount of testing that schools are 
required to have.  In Pennsylvania, we are instituting the Keystone exams along with the PSSA 
exams based on the Common Core, and now since teacher observations and school district 
ratings tend to be based on that, that is the primary focus.  The place-based, service learning 
tends to take a little bit of a lower priority for our school,” he said.  
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 School culture.  Mr. Scout seemed to focus on his role as a facilitator of place-based, 
service learning in the Susquenita Middle School rather than as an instructional leader for the 
incorporation of place-based philosophies in to his or other staff members’ regular teaching 
pedagogies.  Mr. Scout connected with the art teacher to aid her as she asked her students to 
produce post cards to be placed in local borough businesses for trail hikers.  He also initiated a 
“leave no trace” program for the middle school cafeteria, worked with the borough council to 
successfully apply for the designation as an Appalachian Trail Community, and facilitated 
individual students in various academic or civic endeavors.  However, when Mr. Scout was 
asked how he promoted the success of all of his students by advocating, incorporating, and 
sustaining place-based learning in his classroom or on his instructional team, he remarked “it 
wasn’t a supported instructional goal.” 
 Mr. Ball demographics.  Mr. Ball was a third-year eighth grade social studies teacher at 
the school, joining the faculty after having been furloughed from his previous position at an 
adjoining school district.  Mr. Scout convinced Mr. Ball to join him as a member of the 2011 
TTEC cohort; Mr. Ball saw this as an opportunity to work with Mr. Scout to coordinate their 
social studies curriculum. 
Vision and planning.  Mr. Ball was asked how he incorporated place-based, service 
learning into his curriculum after attending the TTEC program.  He responded, “Because I have 
been asked to increase the use of technology in my classroom, I have used the Appalachian Trail 
as it is related to the Civil War and the local battles that took place on or near the trail.  I left the 
training all excited, but the reality is that you have your curriculum and your standard way to 
teach, and the incorporating place-based learning was a little bit of a challenge.  I haven’t 
spearheaded the implementation of any curriculum or activities, but I see kids doing the 
postcards and service in the cafeteria and I support that.” 
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 School culture.  Mr. Ball was asked to identify the barriers to incorporating place-based, 
service learning into his curriculum and the school culture.  He responded, “I would say for me, 
the biggest constraint has been time and my other pursuits outside of school, and the standards a 
little bit.  It can be incorporated into my curriculum, I just have to sit down and think.  The staff 
and students came together to support the postcards that are made in art class, the cleaning of the 
cafeteria, and the walking initiative.  There was some resistance at first, but the students seem to 
have bought in to it.”  
 Mr. Ball was asked about any specific changes that he was able to see in student behavior 
or student engagement after the introduction of place-based, service learning.  He said, “I think 
to a certain extent we have seen kids take more responsibility.  Kids seem to be more respectful 
of school property; teachers are taking their students outside to hike the trails around the school, 
so you can see that there has been some buy-in by teachers.”  
 Mr. Forte demographics.  Mr. Forte has been a science teacher at Susquenita Middle 
School for well over thirty-four years.  As a coach, longtime member of the community, and an 
active volunteer for both the school and the local community, Mr. Forte, along with Mr. Scout, 
are both well respected, well-known, and admired community and school members. 
 Vision and planning.  Mr. Forte became one of the silent leaders of the place-based, 
service learning program at the middle school; however, he readily admitted that his efforts were 
more often than naught focused on individual or small groups of students outside of his 
classroom, or focused on specific projects that benefit the school or community.  When asked 
about his general impressions of how the place-based, service learning program was working at 
the middle school, Mr. Forte offered his usual reflective insight: 
The thing that I thought they [students and school] would most get on board with was the 
walking.  I thought, hey, here is something we can do.  You don’t have to be an athlete to 
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do this, you just go walk [pauses] walk with a friend, with an adult, walk with your 
parents—and I was disappointed.  I was disappointed in myself because I walked miles 
and I didn’t record them.  I am the one who should have done that.  I will take the heat 
for that.  I could have showed kids, you know, because sometimes they just need to get 
excited.  Somebody needs to light a fire.  I love the artwork, which turned out really nice.  
The celebration that we put together for the Duncannon Trail Day, that worked out really 
nice. The whole basic idea of having the people of Duncannon take another look at what 
they have. We didn’t add anything new; it is a question of appreciating what you have, 
and realizing the worth of it. 
Mr. Forte specifically worked with four high school students on place-based, service projects 
that benefited the individual student, the school, and the local community.  All four of the 
students aided Mr. Forte and Mr. Scout, as they built two new outdoor classrooms for the middle 
school and high school use.  Along with that effort, Mr. Forte sponsored and worked with one 
student as the student partnered with the Maryland Trail Club on various environmental research 
projects.  Those projects became the basis of that student’s senior project.  Mr. Forte also 
mentored another student with his science fair project based on wind energy, hypothesizing that 
wind power would provide a viable, alternative, low cost energy resource for the local 
community members.  A senior student, along with Mr. Forte’s support, developed a project 
entitled, Wind Energy: An Economical Alternative.  The project won a first place award not only 
at the local and regional science fairs, but also a first place award in the Energy and 
Transportation category at the prestigious INTEL Science Fair in 2013.  As we discussed these 
projects, I asked Mr. Forte if those students were able to make connections between the projects 
they were involved in and the curriculum that the students were learning in the high school.  He 
responded, “Yes, I think all four of them did.  When I talked to them later in the school year after 
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having built the outdoor classrooms during the summer, they were like ‘Hey I did that and hey I 
did this.’ That is cool because you never know where they are going to go.  I think the projects 
that we did with all four of them worked because they were already kids that would volunteer.  I 
think what it did was to give them a bigger, more meaningful project—one that you can’t do in 
one afternoon.  They worked their way through it using their school knowledge and using correct 
terminology.  They were proud of the work that they did, and I think that kind of thing will carry 
on.  
 School culture.  Mr. Forte continued to reflect on his work with individual students; 
however, when asked about how incorporating these place-based projects into his standards-
based classroom, he became quite pensive. 
 Right off the top of my head, the biggest barrier to making this work in the classroom is 
having enough people to have the shared vision.  The projects, whatever they are, have to have 
meaning to the kids.  Kids, if they see the purpose in it, they will work themselves to bloody 
stubs is they see the purpose:  
Having adults that will buy into it, that will stick with it to see it through to completion, 
you know, it is like anything else, you get a big woof in the beginning, and then it dies 
out.  Making it fit into the curriculum and making it sustainable is going to take some 
creative people to figure out service projects that fit into our standards or whatever they 
are called this year.  Place-based, service learning is not like math that is cut and dried. 
Service-based things are fussy, it is dirty, they are messy; they take weekends—they take 
after school.  They take planning and follow through; one of the biggest things to 
overcome is how to get the time to do that.  A lot of place-based things take time for the 
kids to absorb, and the growth you see in the kids is slow and that is the key.  We need to 
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be able to give our teachers or staff or volunteers the time so that you can see the growth 
in the end.  
Mr. Forte went on to contemplate the connection of place-based, service learning and the amount 
of engagement or connection to their school or community.  He said, “The four kids that I 
worked with got it; they saw the connection because they got involved; they got involved in their 
school.  It is not just Susquenita, it is their Susquenita.  That is powerful.  Joe average in my 
classroom—no.  
 Administrative support.  When asked about the school leadership that is necessary to 
make this happen, Mr. Forte was very direct in his answers.  “To make place-based, service 
learning work in a school, the leader needs to be very creative; they would have to impatiently 
patient.  They would need to be patient enough to let people buy into it, but impatient enough to 
keep pushing [teachers] so that they wouldn’t become complacent.  The leader needs to be aware 
of the projects that will work within the school and the community.  They need to be aware of 
the needs of the school.  The leader also needs to have the knowledge of the teachers so that [the] 
leader can say where place-based, service learning can fit into each curriculum, because we are 
up to our eyeballs, and if we add one more thing, we are going to sink.  They [school leaders] 
need to be able to figure out a way where this will all fit so that it is not just stacked up on top of 
something, but will support something that is already in place.  If there is something I can do in 
my curriculum without bothering anybody, without bugging anybody, without filling out forms, I 
can do that.  Otherwise…”  
 Mrs. DeColour demographics.  Mrs. DeColour was employed with the Susquenita 
School District as an art teacher for nine years, and had been assigned to the middle school for 
the past five years.  Mrs. DeColour had been scheduled to meet with her assigned students for 
forty to forty-five minutes, depending on the grade level during a thirty school day rotation.  
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Although Mrs. DeColour never attended the TTEC professional development program, she 
received instruction in the philosophies of place-based, service learning through the train-the-
trainer model that was offered to interested staff members. 
  Vision and planning.  Mrs. DeColour facilitated a postcard contest focused on 
illustrating the connection between the borough of Duncannon, the middle school, and the 
Appalachian Trail.  This was the brainchild of Mr. Scout who, after attending the TTEC 
program, felt that postcards that were created by the students would be an ingenious way for the 
students to learn more about the Appalachian Trail, promote the local borough, and provide a 
way for trail hikers to communicate with their friends and families.  Students in their art class 
designed the cards.  The middle school staff, school board, and the Duncannon Borough Trail 
Committee then voted for their favorites from each grade level.  The winning postcards were 
then printed by a local firm and offered free of charge to trail hikers or patrons of local 
businesses. 
 School culture.  When asked to describe her role and her level of commitment, Mrs. 
DeColour commented: 
I don’t know if the kids are necessarily connected to the trail or the community.  I think 
that we started out last year very strong and it has just kind of …  There are so many 
things being piled on our plates, that something has to give, and I think this is one of the 
things that is going… It’s just hard to maintain and get everything done.  One thing that is 
hard is that I only have the kids thirty days and it is hard for me to make those 
connections.  Integrating the postcard contest as an assignment in my class is something 
that I can only devote about a period to and then the kids work on it independently—
some in class and some outside of class.  I definitely should be taking the kids to the 
outdoor classroom and having them do some observational things like that. It’s just…  I 
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feel like I have everything planned out, and I have the projects that I do, and I haven’t 
gotten to the point where I have changed.  
Mrs. DeColour further commented about the students understanding of place-based, service 
learning and their level of commitment.  She stated, “I don’t think many of them [students] see 
the postcards as a way to connect to the local community.  Because I require it in class, as an 
assignment, I don’t think many of them would do it on their own.  They see it as a contest and 
want to know what they are going to win.”  
 Administrative support.  Lastly, Mrs. DeColour was asked about the level of 
commitment to place-based service learning by the staff and administration.  Her response was 
“The school as a whole does not support the effort.  There are select teachers who do; I just don’t 
think everyone is jumping on the bandwagon.  If more people were invested in it, and it was 
wholly supported, we would make a lot of progress, but it is hard to get people to make that 
commitment.  There are just so many things that people are being asked to be committed to 
doing.  It seems like it’s the same people who step up all of the time, and it’s really hard for 
those people to give more.  I think place-based, service learning is a great thing.  I [just] don’t 
know if that aspect is really happening.”  
 Ms. Fare demographics.  The Susquenita School district has employed Ms. Fare for five 
years as a Family and Consumer Science specialist teacher.  Ms. Fare, along with Mrs. 
DeColour, were both anxious to “jump on board” and offered their help when the trio of 
teachers, who attended the TTEC, placed-based service learning training, returned to the school 
and were looking for faculty support.  Ms. Fare was also trained in the basics of place-based, 
service learning using the train-the-trainer model of professional development. 
 Vision and planning.  Utilizing her instructional role and incorporating her 
responsibilities as the faculty advisor for the Family, Career, and Community Leaders of 
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America (FCCLA) club at Susquenita Middle School, Ms. Fare believed that she could connect a 
fitness and nutritional component into the TTEC effort at the school.  The FCCLA club has been 
a service-oriented club with an overall goal of developing youth leaders in the community and 
abroad.  The participants in the club formulated a 100 mile walking challenge designed to get 
students out and walking, whether it be on the trail or around the school, so that the program 
itself was to get them to interact with the part of the Appalachian Trail on campus.  
When Ms. Fare was asked about the pros and cons of the TTEC program and how it fit in 
with the ideals of place-based learning, she commented, “Last year, specifically during the 2012-
2013 [school] year, teachers and students, alike, were really actively engaged in the program.  
The physical education teachers would frequently take their classes outside to walk the trail, 
while other teachers, who were interested in walking, would occasionally take their students out.  
They would come to my room and get walking cards, and we would tally on a weekly basis and 
that was incorporated into my monthly FCCLA meetings.  We had a committee of students who 
would tally the cards.  This year, there isn’t as much initiative; I think last year we had a stronger 
program.”  
 Administrative support.  The concern of how place-based, service learning would fit into 
Ms. Fare’s specific standards-based curriculum was discussed: 
I think time is the big factor.  There are so many other activities—just paperwork in 
general—that is going on in education that when you are trying to sit down and think, 
okay, what can I do with service learning projects when we are always told by 
administration that we have to make sure that they [students] are prepared for a test and 
that comes first?  Common core curriculum needs to be taught first, and you are 
pressured to that and when to do that.  If we had time to think outside of the box and see 
how we compare the service learning component to the common core standards to what is 
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being tested through the PSSAs and other state tests; if we had time to figure that out, to 
make those connections, I think that would help.  I think kids would learn more because it 
would be applicable.  
 School culture.  Lastly, when asked about overall student engagement in the classroom 
or student connection to the school and community, Ms. Fare described her overall observations 
and concerns: 
I think last year when there was a big push by administration for place-based, service learning 
and our school activities, there was a greater connection for the students; not so much this year. I 
am not sure if our up and coming fifth graders understand what place-based learning is and what 
we have done with that at the school.  I believe that the ‘Leave No Trace’ initiative, that is a part 
of place-based, service learning, is working.  Teachers continually support that.  It is definitely 
visible in the halls and cafeteria.  If an outsider comes in to our cafeteria at lunch time, they are 
not going to think it is an actual middle school cafeteria because the kids are cleaning up after 
themselves, they are making sure things are nice and tidy, and I am hoping that translates out 
over to when they are out in the community and picking things up.  I think there is intent for the 
carryover, and I know that the seventh grade classes are outside working around the campus: 
they are cleaning up the streams and making the trail better.  I think the more staff that is trained 
and supported, the better the program is going to be. 
Demographics of Blue Ridge Middle School  
Mrs. Smith demographics.  Mrs. Smith was the middle school assistant principal at 
Blue Ridge Middle School for six years following twenty-three years as a classroom teacher 
when she attended the TTEC professional development program in 2007 along with two other 
staff members from the sixth grade team.  The regional director of the Appalachian Trial 
Conservancy and the assistant director of the National Park Service approached Mrs. Smith 
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about participating in the TTEC program due to Blue Ridge Middle School’s proximity to the 
Appalachian Trail. As an avid hiker, Mrs. Smith became interested in the program while looking 
for a way to connect the students in her school to what they were learning in the classroom and 
the surrounding community, and to get the students outside.  TTEC, to her, seemed like a natural 
fit. Mrs. Smith became the driving force behind Blue Ridge Middle School adopting a place-
based, service learning philosophy, “I drank the Kool-Aid.”   
 After completing the two weekend and one weeklong workshop that introduced and 
refined the philosophies of place-based, service learning, Mrs. Smith and the teachers returned to 
Blue Ridge Middle School and immersed it and the entire sixth grade pilot team in the place-
based, service learning philosophies.  
Vision and planning.  Before the start of the 2008 school year, Mrs. Smith met with her 
principal to lay out the plans for the upcoming school year.  With the principal onboard, the 
transformation slowly began.  The hallways of the school were renamed using correct cardinal 
directions and names to coincide with the names and locations of local hiking trails and 
landmarks along the Appalachian Trail.  For instance, there was no longer a hallway by Mrs. 
Smith’s room instead; the hall was now called Ashby Gap.  The two sixth grade team names 
changed to “trailblazers” and “hikers,” and an initial kick off assembly featured local trail hikers, 
hiking clubs, and community leaders.  A thru hiker also stopped by while making his way from 
Georgia to Maine along the 2,174 miles of the Appalachian Trial.  The sixth grade teachers 
began to take their classes to the newly constructed outdoor classroom and pond for science, 
social studies, and English classes.  Journaling, outdoors drawing, and photography—along with 
local plant and animal identification—were woven into the curriculum.  During this school year, 
both small and large class groups hiked trails to a local spot on the Trail called “Bears Den,” 
where students studied the local flora and fauna and history of the community.  The art teacher 
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involved students with the creation of a tile mural depicting students hiking, while plans were 
made to erect a kiosk at a parking site near the trail head, featuring the artwork and information 
created by Blue Ridge Middle School students.  
Administrative support.  Mrs. Smith reported that the school principal backed the 
program and philosophy “whole heartedly” and got the rest of the faculty on board.  What was 
accomplished during the first year would not have been possible without the help of the school 
principal, the National Park Service, the Appalachian Trail Conservancy, and the local 
community leaders.  Parents became involved in the program as a result of their children’s 
excited about what we were doing in school.  
“The next school year, a new principal, Brion Bell, came on board.  Mr. Bell knew 
nothing of our program and wasn’t really knowledgeable about the place-based, service learning 
philosophy.  On Mr. Bell’s second day on the job at Blue Ridge Middle School, I took him to our 
kiosk at the trail parking lot and we hiked the trail up to Bears Den.  I explained the place-based, 
service learning philosophy to him and how I had involved our school, especially the sixth grade 
team.  Mr. Bell agreed to continue the program in the sixth grade, and offered to have our 
beginning of the year faculty team meeting activity as a hike up to Bears Den.  That year, two 
additional members of the sixth grade team, Mrs. Jones and Mrs. White, registered for the TTEC 
program.  I was planning to retire after the 2008-2009 school year, and I wanted to see this 
program continue and prosper,” said Mrs. Smith.  
School culture.  Mrs. Smith stated, “During the 2008-2009 school year, Mrs. Jones and 
Mrs. White were trained through the TTEC program and became knowledgeable about place-
based, service learning.  The staff that had attended the initial training with me had been 
transferred to other schools.  Mrs. Jones and Mrs. White began the next school year with fresh 
ideas to build on what was already in place.  As an assistant principal for sixth grade, I began to 
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see fewer students referred to me for classroom discipline issues.  For those few students who 
did come to me for discipline issues, I made a point of spending time with them outside utilizing 
our outdoor classroom or on a ‘special’ hike where their own community service occurred.  This 
was a great time to discuss their concerns and come up with a mutual plan of action for when 
they returned to the classroom.”  
 Mrs. Smith knew the value of capacity building among the sixth grade team. Her idea 
was to build the number of teachers that were familiar with the place-based, service learning 
model that was fostered by TTEC program and use that philosophy to build the teachers’ 
knowledge and skills to align their curriculum and instruction for the benefit of the students in 
their classes.  
“We started small that first year.  My principal provided me generous leeway.  I needed 
to introduce the concept of place-based, service learning, and using the Appalachian Trail and 
hiking as a foundation helped.  The sixth grade team was willing, yet skeptical, but was prepared 
to follow my lead.  I had to get the kids excited.  When they came back to school and saw the 
hallway signs, the large map of the Appalachian Trail and the kick off assembly, they were able 
to buy in.  I worked with the teachers during their team meeting to plan and to help facilitate 
outdoor activities and hikes that fit into what they were teaching in their classes.  With the 
concern over the SOL [Standards of Learning] test, I didn’t want to push too hard.  We made it 
through the first year and I was able to send two more sixth grade teachers for training the 
following year, so we were off and running,” reported Mrs. Smith.  
 Overall, Mrs. Smith knew the strengths of this sixth grade team of teachers and 
recognized their abilities.  She was hoping that when she initiated this program there would be a 
better connection of the students to their school and community, along with the students being 
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able to see how what they were learning in the classroom could be applied to their everyday 
experiences out of the classroom.  
Mrs. Jones’ demographics.  Mrs. Jones was a middle school English teacher at Blue 
Ridge Middle School with eighteen years of service in the district.  After attending the TTEC 
program with Mrs. White in 2008, they continued to build on the vision of student involvement 
and engagement in the curriculum that had been fostered by Mrs. Smith.  
Vision and planning.  Mrs. Jones stated, “Our first project was organizing a field trip to 
Sky Meadows.  We took 170 sixth graders and 50 to 60 adults on a five mile hike on a trail that 
connected to the Appalachian Trail.  We partnered with Blandy Farm, part of the state 
arboretum, to help us.  They hiked first and flagged native flowers, trees, and scat.  The physical 
education department helped the kids to make laminated papers to identify animals and insects 
that we might see.  Mrs. White, the other English teacher and I, did projects with the students 
based on the Shenandoah Valley and the Appalachian Trail.  The students choose topics like the 
history of the Appalachian Trail, geology of the Shenandoah Valley, Civil War battles in the 
Shenandoah Valley and presented their projects at the spring festival in town.  These topics 
provided the background for the information that was placed on the kiosk near the trail head.  
 As a whole sixth grade, we read Halfway To The Sky.  We wrote a grant to purchase the 
books.  This tied into the Standards of Learning for Virginia, as the reading, inferences, and 
understanding what they read was really important.  Students wrote essays and created maps, all 
of these are really important for the SOLs.”  
 Administrative support.  Mrs. Jones discussed how the sixth grade team, with the support 
of the administration, had made the decision before the start of the school year to immerse the 
students into place-based, service learning using the Appalachian Trail as a conduit in as many of 
their classes and in as many ways as possible.  There was already a strong community and 
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parental support for the middle school; however, this team wanted to make it a foundation for the 
students in their classes.  
 Mrs. Jones continued, “It was the 75th Anniversary of the Appalachian Trail [AT], so I 
would take articles about the trail and laminate them.  They are up on the bulletin board over 
there.  That is how I helped to incorporate the AT; then students would also hear about it in 
keyboarding and in art, so it all become connected.  The staff was often reminded by the 
administration about the importance of performing well on the SOL tests for the students, 
teachers, administration, and the school district as a whole.”  
 School culture.  As Mrs. Jones focused on her required curriculum, she looked for 
creative and alternative ways to meet the standards.  “As we read Half Way to The Sky, the 
reading, inferring, and understanding of what they read is really important.  We did projects on 
this where they [the students] had to write an essay about how she [the main character] changed 
over the course of the book and they had to do a map of the Appalachian Trail of where she 
actually hiked.  They brought in the map skills and some nonfictions kind of things, which is 
really important for the SOLs now because they are really stressing nonfiction reading and 
writing,” said Mrs. Jones.  
Mrs. Jones felt that as the students read the book, and then hiked the various local trails 
as a class, the students were able to make the connection of the main character to their own lives.  
With the help of local hikers, and the Louden Parks department, students studied and then drew 
their own maps of their hikes to compare with the hike that the main character in Half Way to 
The Sky had taken.  They placed their maps on the kiosk the school had helped to build at the 
trail head to assist local families as they hiked the trails.  The maps provided student-friendly 
points of interest that helped to engage kids as they hiked with their families.  Mrs. Jones felt that 
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the students writing improved, “there was a richness to the writing that hadn’t been there 
before,” said Mrs. Jones.   
One of the pressures that Mrs. Jones mentioned was a new English Language Arts 
curriculum that had been adopted by the district.  She felt that the focus of delivering the new 
curriculum with extreme fidelity had put a crimp on the usual efforts of the English teachers to 
be the leaders of place-based, service learning projects this year.  Mrs. Jones said, “The specialty 
teachers and the physical education teachers do not have to do SOLs, and I think they have much 
more freedom to take the lead and really pursue this for the upcoming year, and we can just say 
‘great’ and cheerlead.”  Mrs. Jones also identified one of the greatest barriers for a staff to 
incorporate place-based, service learning into the curriculum: time. 
Time.  Mrs. Jones continued, “I have been really lucky in that they [fellow educators and 
administration] support our efforts, but it is hard to find the time where you can all come together 
and talk about this.  The time that we do have together, we are talking about students and we are 
talking about testing, data, and we are talking.  It is so hard for people to give up their time to 
talk about place-based, service learning.  We are going to meet in the summer before one of the 
teacher workdays to talk about how we can implement place-based, service learning for the next 
school year, but that will only be one day, and then we are swamped.  With Blue Ridge Middle 
School being a rather large school, with 315 sixth grade students, there is not just one sixth grade 
team. This provides an additional layer of logistics when it comes to planning a compressive 
grade level approach.  We don’t even have the same team times or common planning time.  It is 
all over the place, so there is not time to get together and to sort it out.”  
Mrs. White demographics.  Mrs. White was a sixth grade English teacher on the 
Trailblazer team who has been teaching for seventeen years in Virginia.  Mrs. White completed 
the place-based, service learning training with Mrs. Jones during the 2008-2009 school year, and 
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began to look for ways to incorporate the philosophies that had been fostered by the TTEC 
program.  
Vision and planning.  Mrs. White stated, “When we graduated from the program, and I 
would say up until this year, we were really gung-ho and implemented many things into our 
curriculum and throughout the sixth grade as a whole.  With the new English curriculum and 
Mrs. Smith retiring, this is the first year that I haven’t really done much with it.  In the past, we 
did a lot of grant writing, we got grants for binoculars, bird identification books, and tree 
identification books for guest speakers and substitute teachers.  Mrs. Jones would lay out the 
foundation for the program and what we would do to supplement our language arts classes.  We 
would read different books, frequently visit the outdoor classroom, and do workshop kinds of 
activities outside, such as poetry and expository writing.  I still have incorporated it somewhat 
this year, just on a different level.  I had to fit it into more of the curriculum that is what we have 
had to do.  
 When we started, we wrote a grant to put the kiosk at Bears Den: The students created the 
cards and everything was great.  We were honored at the Library of Congress Dinner for our 
efforts with connecting the school and community to the local trails.  But it was a learning 
experience to deal with the national government, and I didn’t realize that I would have to deal 
with people who were like… don’t piss on my territory.  We didn’t sign up for that part of it.”  
One of the largest challenges faced by Mrs. White was how to continue incorporating 
place-based, service learning with a new, more rigorous standard based curriculum and a change 
in her administration.  
“This year, the students did a research project focused on the protection of a local place 
that they wanted to protect and promote within the community.  They were required to research, 
write a thesis statement, supporting sentences, write a paper, and produce a poster with pictures 
   75
or photographs that would be presented at the spring festival that we have.  Parents and 
community members are invited to come in to view the projects.  We now have to make place-
based, service learning fit into the curriculum, kind of bend it,” said Mrs. White.  
Administrative support.  Mrs. White continued “With Mrs. Smith retiring and Mr. Bell, 
the new principal, coming to Blue Ridge Middle School, there was a shift in the culture and 
overall focus of the school.  I think what Mr. Bell brought to Blue Ridge Middle School was the 
viewpoint of the whole Louden County School District.  We kind of did our own thing at Blue 
Ridge Middle, it worked and our kids were successful, but it was not like the rest of the district; 
now we are kind of catching up with the rest of the county.  He is very supportive of place-based, 
service learning and is looking at how to make it more of a school-wide approach rather than just 
one grade.  Mr. Bell recognized that the way we approached place-based, service learning and 
the activities that we did help to define the sixth grade.  He wants to bring that to the whole 
school.  He wants to have a committee, with data [he was a math teacher], and then… there is the 
new teacher evaluation process.  Because I was being evaluated this year, I had to make sure of 
what my data showed.” 
 School culture.  One of the main focus of place-based student learning has been student 
engagement within the classroom.  The idea of decreasing the amount of discipline referrals, 
increasing the amount of on-task behavior, and student connection with the curriculum, school, 
and the local community has been a critical component of place-based, service learning.  Mrs. 
White said: 
With the whole data collecting gauged toward my evaluation, we have focus files on 
students, so you know, I felt like when I was doing more place-based in every classroom: 
I had less discipline problems.  Kids were really into what we were doing and looking 
forward to using what we were doing when we would go outside or hike.  Kids were 
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more motivated and excited; there is a difference this year.  Before, there was an identity.  
We were also excited and passionate and they [other teachers and students] overheard us 
talking in the halls… and you know it was kind of like that family atmosphere; 
everybody was kind of doing the same thing.  This year, I have had some more discipline 
problems because I think my passion isn’t coming through when I am doing Study Island, 
you know.  So I think that has kind of been an issue.  It has been kind of like focusing on 
job security.  This year without so much place-based I have lost that kind of unifying—
like we are all together.  Yeah, there is a loss of connection there absolutely.  I haven’t 
brought my kids outside once this year.   
Connections with the community were also stressed.  Mrs. White stated: 
The parents are aware of the change.  I still think that doing the research project and the 
call to action helped.  I think they do still have a sense of community and a connection; it 
just didn’t kind of resonate through the whole year.  The parents were definitely more 
involved.  I even had a parent e-mail this year and ask if we were going to hike this year, 
nope.  
 Mrs. Black demographics.  Mrs. Black was a specialist teacher at Blue Ridge Middle 
School with a secondary certification in business and marketing; for the last ten years she has 
been teaching a computer technology (keyboarding) class to the sixth grade students.  Mrs. Black 
was named a Virginia Teacher of The Year in 2012 for her work incorporating place-based, 
service learning into her curriculum and connecting her students with the local community.  
 Vision and planning.  Mrs. Black described how while working with the core teachers, 
she was able to build upon the ideas that had been fostered in their classrooms.  Mrs. Black felt 
that she had a distinct advantage of not having to strictly adhere to the Virginia Standards of 
Learning in her classroom.  Computer technology was not a tested subject, but rather a 
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supporting area of the school curriculum.  Although she had a district-approved curriculum, with 
a 90-minute teaching block every day, she had the latitude to meet her curriculum in a variety of 
ways.  Mrs. Black described the ways that she had incorporated place-based, service learning and 
the community into her class, culminating with a student designed treasure hunt focused on the 
local community that helped her to win the Teacher of the Year award: 
I worked with Mrs. Jones and Mrs. White to develop basic identification books focused 
on the local flora and fauna.  The students conducted the research, made power points, 
then printed and laminated them.  I went to the PTO and they provided clip-on 
accessories so that the students could use these on their hikes to identify the flowers and 
birds that they were looking at.  The ninety minute classes can sometimes seem long for 
the students, so I came up with an idea for a virtual hike.  Students developed trails 
around the school campus using the computers.  With about 28 students in a class, I break 
them into trail groups, allow them to pick their trail name, and we hike at least once a 
week.  Each group is provided with a pedometer, and students in the group take turns 
wearing them and calculating their miles.  By counting the steps they walk each day and 
using a formula that was derived by a math teacher and a student, the steps are converted 
into miles.  I have tried to incorporate some hiking traditions into the activity.  When you 
start a hike, you pick up a stone at either Springer Mountain or Mount Katahdin and carry 
it with you until the end.  The students mark their progress along the way and learn about 
different parts of the country.  We have made signs that are located around the school to 
show various distances, and we take the time to celebrate along the way.  We have had 
the half way celebration of ice cream and at the end of the 2,170 mile virtual hike… 
ginger ale and cheese doodles—sorry no champagne.  A big part of keyboarding is 
learning the keys, so I do MLA reports, letters, and limericks.  I am able to incorporate a 
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lot of history, geography, and social studies.  Students have created spreadsheets of Civil 
War battles, studies, and the history of Harpers Ferry.  Students research or write letters 
to people like Benton McKaye or Myron Avery. 
Administrative support.  Students, parents, colleagues, and district officials along with 
local community members nominated Mrs. Black for the award.  “In 2010, Assistant Principal 
Marlene Jefferson approached me with an offer to apply to the Trail to Every Classroom 
Program.  I did apply and was accepted.  I spent time in New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and West 
Virginia attending training on two weekends in the spring and fall and a week in the summer to 
learn about place-based education and service learning and how important it is to bring this into 
my curriculum and my classroom.  Teaching the students about the Appalachian Trail and 
helping them to learn about the Town of Purcellville has made the class so much more fun for 
the students.  I love seeing their enthusiasm.  We get to go outside!  The Appalachian Trail 
Conservancy and the National Park Service have provided me with so much help and so many 
resources that keyboarding will never be taught quite the same way as it was prior to my 
training,” said Mrs. Black. 
 School culture.  When Mrs. Black was asked how her teaching has changed since she 
attended the TTEC program and began to incorporate place-based learning, Mrs. Black’s eyes 
seemed to light up as she spoke:  
It is different, very different, nobody expects this in keyboarding class.  I am able to 
make it more cohesive, so that the curriculum makes more sense to the students. I think 
the big thing is that everyone is more excited.  The teachers are excited and the students 
see that, then they get excited and bring that home to their families.  Incorporating the 
community was a big challenge; however, the mayor and the town manager were really 
very helpful, and the town manager wrote a beautiful letter on my behalf.  The quest 
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involved students researching the history and sites of Purcellville.  Students wrote the 
clues, but didn’t know where the treasure was hidden, the mayor and town manager 
allowed me to hide the treasure in a great spot.  The town website posted the quest and 
promoted it through the local Heritage Day promotions.  
As my time with Mrs. Black came to an end, she thoughtfully summarized her experiences by 
saying that she was now able to teach her competencies that are found in her curriculum in a 
new, more engaging and different way.  She said, “I think the kids remember more, not only 
about keyboarding but about all of their classes.  They see the connections.”  However, she was 
quick to point out that without all of the sixth grade team of teachers working together along 
with the support of Mr. Bell and the many outside agency and community supports, it never 
would have worked.  
 Mrs. Grey Demographics.  Mrs. Grey was relatively new to Blue Ridge Middle School, 
having transferred from another middle school in the district to Blue Ridge in 2011.  Mrs. Grey 
did not personally attend the TTEC place-based, service learning program that was offered, but 
became involved in the program using a train-the-trainer model.  My interview with Mrs. Grey 
was incorporated during the group interview session, and focused on how she was able to 
continue the efforts of the previous art teacher who had attended the place-based, service 
learning program.  
 Vision and planning.  When Mrs. Grey was asked how she was able to integrate place-
based activities into her curriculum and engage her art students as a part of the sixth grade team, 
she noted that she was just following the efforts of the previous art teacher.  Mrs. Grey reported 
that she had inherited the previous art teacher’s ideas and was looking for a different approach.  
She said, “I am fazing it out a little bit, not every child is going to be able to create tiles for the 
kiosk because the kiosk can only hold so many tiles.  One of the biggest things that bothers me is 
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that TTEC doesn’t support us; we’re not sure what they want from us.  There is only so much 
you can do with this narrow pathway.  That was another thing, we would get kids involved 
because they had to do so many service hours, but we have to look at the big picture.  I would 
rather develop stewards along the way rather than forcing it upon sixth graders.  I would rather 
have a student discover what they can do and find their own way, instead of just going through 
the motions for us.” 
The teachers further discussed the level of support that they have received from the 
school administration, the local trail clubs, and the National Park Service.  
Administrative support.  We have had a change in administration from when the program was 
introduced to us.  Our new principal is very supportive but he is receiving pressure from the 
administration above him to produce ongoing improvement. Every year the intensity gets 
stepped up a little bit. 
Table 3 provides a summary of the demographics for both schools. 
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Table 3  
Demographical Information on Blue Ridge Middle School & Susquenita Middle School 
Demographics Susquenita Middle School Blue Ridge Middle School 
Location Rural Suburban 
Social Economic Status 
Blue Collar 
Lower Middle Class 
Primarily high school education 
High unemployment 
41.2% Free and reduced lunch 
 
White Collar 
Middle to Upper Class 
Primarily college educated 
Federal Government and Related 
Service Employees 
12% Free and reduced lunch 
Teacher Category Responses   
Demographics 
3 Male, 2 Female 
Average of 16.4 years of teaching 
experience 
3 core curriculum subject teachers, 
2 specialist teachers 
 
0 Male, 5 Female 
Average of 16.6 years of teaching 
experience 
2 core curriculum subject teachers, 
2 specialist teachers, 1 former 
administrator 
 
Vision and planning 
Facilitators for other staff 
members or small group student 
mentors. 
Place-based Service learning was 
not incorporated into subject area 
curriculum. 
Teachers working as individuals. 
Whole school based initiatives 
were moderately successful. 
 
Place-based service learning is 
incorporated into core and 
specialists curriculum on an 
ongoing basis. Teachers working 
as a cooperative team. 
Whole school initiatives were 
highly successful. Pervasive and 
ongoing efforts.  
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Table 3 continued 
 
Demographics 
 
Susquenita Middle School Blue Ridge Middle School 
Location 
 
Rural Suburban 
School Culture 
Insufficient staff, administrative, or 
community support limited the 
incorporation of place service 
learning into the school 
community. 
Students do not connect place-
based service learning projects or 
classroom knowledge with the 
local community. 
Overall, there is little change in 
student engagement in the 
classroom, negligible significant 
transference of classroom 
knowledge to real world situations.  
There is no change in the amount 
or types of student discipline. 
 
Students are actively engaged in 
various cross curricular learning 
activities. Administrative and 
teaching teams are connecting 
with the local community 
members and agencies to 
coordinate academic and social 
events.  There is tangible evidence 
of student application of 
classroom knowledge to real 
world situations.  Student 
discipline referrals decreased 
when place-based service learning 
was fully integrated into the 
curriculum and team activities.   
 
 
Findings 
The overarching goal of this study was to examine how teachers believed the 
implementation of a place-based, service learning program impacted student self efficacy and 
classroom engagement, along with the diversification of teaching practices in a standards based 
classroom.  A supplementary question explored how administrative support increased the 
likelihood of the successful implementation of a place-based, service learning program within 
the classroom.  To better examine the process, the study focused on teachers that had attended 
the TTEC professional development workshops on the implementation of the place-based, 
service learning philosophy into a school’s culture and curriculum.  Using an ethnographic case 
study approach to the research, this researcher was able to focus on how situated, formal, and 
informal learning occurred within the educational system and to identify factors that may have 
aided or hindered the implementation and successful integration of place-based service learning 
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into the curriculum.  Through direct observation, interviews, and examination of various 
artifacts, this researcher also was able to evaluate the findings as they related to subordinate 
guiding research questions. 
Findings related to administrative support.  At Susquenita Middle School, the 
administrative support was muddled and somewhat subdued.  The principal did not overtly stand 
in the way of any place-based, service learning project implementation, but little leadership for 
the initiative was exhibited.  Staff members who attended the TTEC professional development 
workshops and the teachers at the school who became trained in the place-based, service learning 
philosophies often worked in a vacuum on projects of personal interest.  The interviewees stated 
that the administration provided cursory support to the projects; just enough that the individual 
projects could happen, but there was a lack of overt leadership for the projects.  A specific grade 
level team was not associated with initiating or supporting the goals of place-based, service 
learning within the school or the surrounding community.  The Leave No Trace philosophy was 
launched throughout the school, and with the support of the assistant principal and two TTEC 
alumni, a grant was obtained for the building of two outdoor classrooms.  At the completion of 
this research, there were no new teachers recommended for the TTEC professional development 
program.  As a result, the place-based service learning initiative at Susquenita was described by 
the interviewees as “dying a slow death, with little community or building level support.”   
At Blue Ridge Middle School, the administrative support was pervasive and ongoing.  
The two principals that were in charge of the school as the faculty rotated through the training 
and implementation of various place-based, service learning programs, along with the assistant 
principal, gave the teachers their full support.  Schedules were rearranged to provide time for 
assemblies.  Time also was allocated for frequent long and short field trips.  Busing was 
arranged, and the curriculum was enabled to be supplemented throughout the year by various 
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creative academic endeavors related to place-based, service learning.  The school took on the 
renaming of hallways and replacement of bulletin boards materials in support of place-based 
service learning projects, and the welcoming into the school of parents and community members 
to support the students and staff.  Staff members knew that although they were at times “thinking 
out of the box” their efforts would be continually supported by the administrator’s words and 
actions.  New teachers were frequently recommended for the TTEC professional development 
program and welcomed into the established place-based, service teaching team to provide for a 
new influx of ideas and for the increased capacity of the program.  As stated in the interviews of 
the Blue Ridge Middle School teachers, the integration and the success of place-based, service 
learning activities could not and would not have occurred without the ongoing support and 
leadership from the building administrators.  
Teachers’ attitudes and beliefs.  The Susquenita Middle School teachers were not on 
the same grade level or teaching team, which made it very difficult to incorporate place-based, 
service learning in a coordinated or unified manner.  The end result was that individually, the 
teachers who attended the Trail to Every Classroom workshops or became familiar with the 
place-based, service learning philosophy through a train the trainer model incorporated or 
supported place-based, service learning in their own personal way.  Susquenita Middle School 
did not fully integrate the place-based, service learning philosophy into any of the schools 
standards-based grade level curriculums or in a concerted manner within the local community.   
Individual teachers at Susquenita Middle School worked with selected students on a 
school-wide grant funded construction project and individual senior graduation projects with a 
small team of teachers on a specific field trip or with the local community for one specific 
community event.  Attempts were made by the staff to generate interest in a school-wide hiking 
program, but without full administrative support to engage the entire school, the idea failed.  The 
   85
art teacher has engaged a small number of her students during each marking period in designing 
postcards to support the local community; however, the teacher pointed out that it has been an 
extra project that doesn’t really fulfill her curriculum requirements.  There was not a 
concentrated effort or even a partial effort to assimilate the ideals of place-based, service 
education into the standards based curriculum of the teachers who participated in the Trail to 
Every Classroom workshops.  When asked why, it seemed that as though the teachers were 
overwhelmed with understanding the new common core curriculum for their subjects, the need 
for increased student achievement, and other new district or school initiatives that were of higher 
priority and supported by the administration.  
At Blue Ridge Middle School in Virginia, teachers have been following a new rigorous 
Virginia state specific curriculum, modeled after the Common Core curriculum.  This specific 
curriculum has been found to be similar in many facets to the Common Core as it stresses 
informational text analysis, the classics of fiction, STEM related subjects and skills, and an 
integrated use of technology curriculum and skills.  The Virginia Standards of Learning (SOL) 
year-end assessments are rigorous and all encompassing: mirroring the Pennsylvania PSSA and 
Keystone exams.    
 The research participants from Blue Ridge Middle School have met frequently as a team 
to discuss their various curriculums and to plan for the integration of place-based, service 
learning into their curriculum.  The teachers have believed in the program and the benefits to 
their classrooms, their students, and the surrounding community.  Like many teachers, the Blue 
Ridge Middle School teachers are overwhelmed with a new and more rigorous curriculum, the 
demands for increased student achievement, and a new teacher evaluation system.  The teachers 
indicated that they have had the full support of their administration; however, after more than 
three years of the hard work and planning—that is demanded to make the full integration of 
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place-based, service learning into their curriculums—they have taken a “sort of break.”  Full 
integration of the program has now been passed along to the technology education teacher with 
support offered by other staff members.  The original TTEC teacher team has been relieved that 
new teachers have agreed to be trained through the TTEC workshops and look forward to the 
renewed enthusiasm that comes from the TTEC professional development program.   
 The teachers were proud to provide documentation of the successes that have occurred 
for their students, the community, and themselves.  The Blue Ridge Middle School teachers were 
recognized at a Library of Congress dinner for their outstanding efforts to unite the local 
community with the students and school.  In 2012, the Blue Ridge Middle School technology 
education teacher was named a Virginia Teacher of the Year.  The teachers recognized that the 
incorporation of place-based, service learning allowed their curriculums to “come alive” for the 
students and provided a conduit for increased parent and community involvement in the school 
and with their students. 
 Student attitudes and engagement in the classroom.  The efforts at Susquenita Middle 
School were less organized and based more on the individual teacher’s interest; therefore, 
student engagement and interest in the classroom could not be explored.  The majority of the 
place-based, service learning projects occurred outside of the limits of a standards based 
classroom.  The creation of postcards, trial of a walking program, inclusion of a school wide 
Leave No Trace program, and the grant writing and building of the outdoor classrooms involved 
students on a fringe basis.  The five most involved students in place-based, service learning 
activities were the three high school students who assisted with the building of the outdoor 
classroom, the senior completing a science fair project, and the junior who while completing his 
graduation project worked with the Mountain Club of Maryland to assist with the maintenance of 
the Appalachian Trail as it traverses through the region.  Those students applied classroom skills 
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to real world projects while working with local community members and teachers; however, the 
projects have not been an ongoing, sustainable curriculum-based effort.  
The Blue Ridge Middle School teachers noted that students were more engaged in the 
various subject curriculum and integrated activities that occurred throughout the sixth grade.  
Students often entered the classroom excited to carry out research, plan activities, or just hike 
along the local trail.  Students were able to make connections from the classroom to the 
community through the kiosk that was made for a local trailhead containing geographic, 
historical, community, science, and student artwork information for the trail hiker.  Students 
carried English, math, science, history, and technology skills from the school to the community 
and local environment.  Journaling became a frequent activity with identification of regional 
flora and fauna for local or through hikers on the trails, math computation of footsteps to miles 
hiked, research of the Shenandoah Valley from a geologic and historical importance, and the 
creation of a township historical quest involving students of every ability level and interest.  
Parents, community members, and local agencies became frequent visitors to classrooms, with 
the school and students partnering in various local activities.  Teachers and administrators noted 
the decrease in student discipline referrals and truancies, and an increase in students wondering 
what the next project would be or when the next fieldtrip or hike would take place.  
Administrators became active participants on the fieldtrips and hikes, supporting not only the 
students, but also validating the teacher’s efforts.  Teachers felt there was a cultural shift at their 
grade level with greater student collaboration and cooperation; a greater sense of teamwork was 
taking place. 
The findings in this study, specifically those from Blue Ridge Middle School, were 
consistent with the views expressed by Bob Farrace of the National Association of Secondary 
School Principals (NASSP) when discussing the value of place-based, service learning: 
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• Improved academic achievement.  Evidence has pointed to increased test scores in 
reading, math, social studies, and science among students engaged in service learning 
activities.   
• Improved student engagement in school and learning.  Students in experiential learning 
have expressed higher interest in and motivation for learning.  Further, engagement in 
community-based experiential learning activities has exposed students to factors and 
opportunities known to mediate academic achievement, including opportunities for 
students to act autonomously, develop collegial relationships with adults and peers, and 
boost their self-esteem and sense of self-efficacy.  
• Enhanced civic responsibility and citizenship.  Service learning and exposure to effective 
strategies for civic education have been the strongest predictors of commitment to civic 
participation—stronger even than school, neighborhood, or family factors.  
• Enhanced personal and social skills.  Several studies have found service learning to be an 
effective instructional strategy for developing students' leadership capacity, self-esteem 
and self-efficacy, preparation for the workforce, and transitions to adulthood.  (2014, p.1) 
 Place-based, service learning advocates have supported these results suggesting that student 
interest and engagement with the learning process has increased, along with an increase in 
student academic success (Glenn, 2000; Sobel, 2005).     
Comparison Chart of Topics  
 There were common themes that emerged when all of the participant’s interviews were 
examined.  The following tables provide a summary of the findings. 
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Table 4  
Administrative Support for Successful Implementation of Placed-Base Service Learning  
 
Susquenita Middle School 
 
 
 
Mr. Scout 
 
 
 
 
Mr. Ball 
 
 
Mr. Forte 
 
 
Mrs. De Colour 
 
 
Ms. Fare 
• Believed that 
administrative 
support is 
important to 
the success of 
any initiative.  
 
• Believed that 
the principal 
supported 
place-based, 
service 
learning and 
the various 
projects, 
however these 
took a back 
seat to other 
academic 
initiatives that 
would increase 
student test 
scores and the 
schools AYP .  
 
• Believed that 
administrative 
support is 
important. 
 
• Mr. Ball did not 
introduce or 
participate in any 
place-based, 
service learning 
projects.  
• The outdoor 
classrooms 
would not have 
been conceived, 
or built without 
administrative 
support from the 
top to the 
bottom of the 
chain.   
 
• The 
administration 
supported a 
project that did 
not directly 
involve the day 
to day 
curriculum, but 
indirectly the 
school as a 
whole.  
• The 
administration 
supports my 
program because 
I can make it a 
part of my 
curriculum. It 
really doesn’t 
change anything 
that I do.  
 
• The 
administration 
appreciates that 
the students 
produce artwork 
that promotes the 
school. My 
subject area is not 
a tested area so I 
have a lot of 
latitude.    
• The 
administration did 
not stand in the 
way of the 
walking program. 
It was supported 
as a part of my 
club program and 
an activity for the 
physical 
education 
teachers.  
 
• The 
administration 
was pleased with 
the efforts of the 
students and the 
resulting 
postcards. I felt 
because I was 
allowed to 
integrate the 
postcards into my 
curriculum; that 
was their sign of 
support.  
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Table 4 continued 
 
 
Blue Ridge Middle School 
 
Mrs. Smith 
 
 
Mrs. Jones 
 
 
Mrs. White 
 
 
Mrs. Black 
 
 
Mrs. Grey 
• Critical for    
successful   
implementation 
 
• Administrative 
support was 
evident and 
ongoing  
 
 
• Fostered the whole 
place-based, 
service learning 
program 
 
• Administrative 
support was 
evident and 
ongoing 
• Would not have 
worked without 
the 
administrative 
support we 
received 
 
• When the 
administrator 
who began the 
program retired, 
there was a 
period of 
decline. 
However, there 
is renewed 
support and 
commitment 
from the current 
principal.  
• The 
administrative 
support was 
critical  
 
•  The two 
administrators 
provided me 
flexibility, 
support, and a 
great deal of 
latitude with my 
curriculum. They 
assisted me when 
I was working 
with local 
officials and 
believed in my 
efforts.  
• The 
administration 
“encouraged” me 
to become 
involved with the 
place-based, 
service learning 
program that the 
sixth grade team 
was involved 
with.  
 
• I didn’t receive a 
whole lot of 
support, it was 
more of an 
expectation when 
I took this 
position that I 
would continue 
with the work that 
the previous 
teacher had 
started.   
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Table 5  
Integration of a Place-Based, Service Learning Program Will Aid Teachers' Attitudes & Beliefs 
About a Standards-Based Curriculum?  
 
Susquenita Middle School 
 
 
Mr. Scout 
 
Mr. Ball 
 
Mr. Forte 
 
Mrs. De Colour 
 
Ms. Fare 
• I have not 
used place-
based, service 
learning on a 
consistent 
and pervasive 
basis.  I have 
incorporated 
portions of 
the 
philosophy as 
a resource to 
our sixth 
grade team, 
with 
individual or 
small groups 
of students.   
• I have not 
consistently 
used the place-
based, service 
learning 
philosophies in 
my classroom. 
• I have 
mentioned the 
Appalachian 
Trail 
periodically 
when I am 
discussing the 
Civil War.  
• I mention the 
connections in class 
when it fits in with 
what we are talking 
about.   
• I used place-based, 
service learning 
with a very small 
group of high school 
students or an 
individual student. 
A small group of 
teachers and 
students completed 
a service project for 
the benefit of the 
entire school 
community.   
• I was able to fit a 
place-based 
project into my 
curriculum as an 
optional project. 
The students 
liked creating the 
postcards, 
because they 
were interested in 
art, it was about 
their community, 
or because it was 
a contest.  
• It isn’t mandated 
for me, if I do it – 
that’s great, if not 
– it’s not a 
problem.  
• I used place-based, 
service learning as 
a project for my 
club which already 
a service oriented 
type of club.  The 
project wasn’t well 
received and was 
not sustainable.  
• The Leave No 
Trace program that 
was incorporated 
in the cafeteria and 
throughout the 
school has been 
consistently 
supported and has 
made a big 
difference in the 
school. 
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Table 5 continued 
 
 
 
Blue Ridge Middle School 
 
 
Mrs. Smith 
 
 
 
Mrs.  Jones 
 
 
Mrs.  White 
 
 
Mrs.  Black 
 
 
Mrs. Grey 
• Aided the 
teachers with 
their efforts to 
weave place-
based, service 
learning into 
their 
curriculum.  
 
• Witnessed the 
teacher’s 
enthusiasm for 
various 
projects and 
excitement 
when the 
students were 
able to make 
the 
connections 
between the 
classroom and 
place-based, 
service 
learning.  
• Incorporated 
literature, 
writing, map 
skills, history, 
science, and 
physical 
education skills 
on an ongoing 
basis.  These 
skills were a part 
of the SOL’s for 
Virginia.  
 
• This took time 
and energy to 
plan, prepare, 
and accomplish 
but there were 
connections 
made.  
• In the first couple of 
years after attending 
the TTEC 
professional 
development, we 
were gung ho and 
incorporated a lot of 
curricular activities. 
There were 
interdisciplinary 
units and curricular 
connections. This 
year I just didn’t 
have to energy or 
time.  
• Place-based, 
service learning 
made my 
curriculum more 
relevant and the 
students much 
more involved 
with my subject 
area.  They saw 
the connections 
and applications. 
 
• Using place-
based, service 
learning in my 
classroom and 
community 
provided a 
connection for the 
students.  
• Has not totally 
bought into the 
whole place-
based, service 
learning 
philosophy. 
Became involved 
as a result of the 
previous teacher’s 
involvement and 
expectations from 
the team and 
administration.  
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Table 6  
Does the Implementation of a Place-Based, Service Learning Program Influence Students' 
Attitudes and Engagement in the Classroom? 
 
Susquenita Middle School 
 
 
 
Mr. Scout 
 
 
 
 
Mr. Ball 
 
 
Mr. Forte 
 
           Mrs. De Colour 
 
 
Ms. Fare 
• I did not use 
place-based, 
service 
learning in 
any specific 
way with my 
curriculum. I 
facilitated 
activities and 
trips with 
other staff in 
the building 
along with the 
local 
community 
and the 
outdoor 
classroom 
project.  
 
• So, did I see 
student 
engagement 
or attitudes 
change in my 
specific class 
change – no.  
 
• I was focusing on 
an 
administrative 
directive to 
incorporate 
technology into 
my curriculum, 
not place-based, 
service learning. 
I did not see a 
change in 
student 
engagement or 
attitude in my 
class with the 
other place – 
based projects 
that were 
happening in the 
school.  
• The student’s 
attitude and 
amount of 
engagement 
increase when we 
used the outdoor 
classroom or hiked 
on the trail on the 
school’s campus. 
 
• I did not directly 
incorporate place-
based, service 
learning directly 
into my curriculum 
on a continuous 
basis.  
• The students 
who were 
completing the 
project were 
engaged and 
excited about 
their artwork 
and the 
connection to 
the community.  
They enjoyed the 
project because 
it was personal 
to where they 
lived.  
• I incorporated 
place-based, 
service learning 
activities in my 
club, not my 
classroom. The 
students who 
were in the club 
and involved in 
the walking 
project mildly saw 
the connection, 
but I don’t think 
that there was a 
huge carryover to 
their other 
classes.  
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Table 6 continued 
 
 
Blue Ridge Middle School 
  
 
 
Mrs. Smith 
 
 
 
 
Mrs.  Jones 
 
 
Mrs.  White 
 
 
Mrs.  Black 
 
 
 
 
Mrs.  Grey 
• I saw fewer 
discipline 
referrals to 
my office.  
Students 
enjoyed going 
to class and 
were excited 
for the 
planned 
activities.  
 
• There was 
increased 
school spirit 
and pride.  
• Students were 
carrying what 
they were 
learning in one 
class to another.   
 
• Students knew 
what they were 
learning was 
going to come in 
“handy” when 
we went to the 
outdoor 
classroom or on 
a hike.  
 
• There were 
some things that 
they wanted to 
know, they 
didn’t want to be 
left behind.  
• Kids were 
motivated and 
excited. We did a 
lot of writing and 
journaling; it made 
a connection from 
the classroom to 
our time out in the 
community or on 
the trail.  
 
• I had fewer 
discipline 
problems, the 
students were 
really into what we 
were doing.  
 
• The parents were 
excited and 
supported us, so 
that got the kids 
excited.  
• The students 
were so excited 
to come to class.  
They were 
excited to walk 
and calculate 
their miles and 
to research to 
develop the 
town related 
quest.   
 
• My class will 
never be the 
same. A ninety 
minute class 
zipped by.  There 
were so many 
activities that we 
connected to the 
other classes, the 
trail, and the 
community.  
• The use of the 
place-based, 
service learning 
activity did not 
really change the 
way I delivered 
my curriculum.  
The activity that 
the students 
completed was 
something that 
had already been 
incorporated 
into my 
curriculum by 
another teacher.  
 
• I can’t make the 
connection 
between place-
based, service 
learning and the 
student’s 
attitude or level 
of engagement.  
 
 
Results 
Susquenita Middle School Group Reflection and Summary 
 As the team from Susquenita Middle School met to discuss the place-based, service 
learning initiative that, at the time of this study, was in place for the last three years, there was a 
palpable sense of defeatism in the room.  When they were asked about what had worked, why 
and conversely, what didn’t work, and why, they all immediately directed their conversation to 
the postcards.  When asked why they specifically believed that postcards worked when other 
projects failed, the response was that the teacher was creative.  One teacher said, “I think the 
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teacher [who did the postcards] bought into the idea.  She was not only passionate about art, but 
she likes the outdoors.  Conversely, I don’t think anyone took a strong lead on the walking thing 
and it wasn’t supported school wide.” 
This brought up the question of leadership from the administration.  Was there a lack of 
leadership?  Another teacher replied:  
No, because everything can’t be on the top.  We do a lot of good things and they don’t all 
have to be from the top.  This should be a team thing, and it wasn’t.  I don’t want to be in 
a school where everything is dumped on from the top, because then you really don’t have 
ownership—you just keep passing it up through.  The Leave No Trace was successful 
because it was supported by all of the staff and was enforced by the administration.  The 
other ideas are great if they work, but have no teeth.  We are worried about teaching the 
curriculum and preparing for the tests.  That is what is being focused on by the 
administration.  When it came to the outdoor classrooms, the administration came to us 
with the grant application and helped us to fill it out.  We were surprised when the grant 
was awarded to us, but it was a good growth experience for Mr. Scout, me, and the few 
staff members and the four high school students who worked really hard to complete that.  
That helped everybody, so I guess part of an administrator’s job is to find projects that 
they know the staff could handle, and [the staff] might grow from a shove in that 
direction.  
The group was then specifically asked about how the students have been affected by the efforts 
to incorporate place-based, service learning into classes and curriculum.  The overall consensus 
was no.  “We try to do that in science or other classes when we study a specific topic or concept 
to show how this applies outside of the classroom.  Does it apply on a consistent basis?  No,” 
said one teacher.  
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In summary, it was evident that the team felt there were three individual program 
successes: the Leave No Trace program, the postcard contest, and the building of the outdoor 
classrooms for the middle and high schools.  The sense was that there was not a consistent and 
pervasive effort focused on place-based, service learning throughout the school.  Several efforts 
had been made to encourage new staff members to attend the professional development 
opportunity that was offered through the TTEC program, with no one stepping up to infuse new 
energy into the program at Susquenita.  The overall thought was that the program will fall by the 
wayside. 
Blue Ridge Middle School Group Reflection and Summary 
 When the Blue Ridge Middle School team met with me at the end of the day, the 
interview started with a reflection of the place-based program at their school.  The overwhelming 
consensus was that the focus on data collection and the stronger standards-based curriculum 
requirement from the state of Virginia and their district has had a profound impact on how place-
based, service learning was integrated into their teaching practices—especially during the 
previous school year.  The teachers also considered the students’ behavior and level of 
engagement.  One teacher said the following: 
I saw the students previously more engaged, up until this year when we were asked to 
focus on evaluation procedures, data collection, and focused findings. I don’t think they 
[the students] are different, we are different.  I have had more discipline problems this 
year.  I think that the passion isn’t there with me in the classroom, and I am more stressed 
and I think that projects onto them.  Now that the SOLs are over, I am more relaxed and I 
am doing more fun, engaging things in class; I am noticing discipline problems going 
down, even though it is near the end of the year. 
Another teacher stated the following: 
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The key word is passion.  Both your passion for what you are teaching and their 
[students’] passion for what they are learning.  Previously you would see the passion for 
learning these things.  It all started with back to school night, introducing it [place-based 
learning] to the parents, it was something they were talking about.  They [parents] knew 
other people were excited about it and they could talk to any of their children’s teachers 
about it.  I think it puts the passion back into teaching and learning. 
Also added on to the new teacher evaluation and increase in student data collection was a new 
English language and literacy program and a digital technology focus for the entire middle 
school.  One teacher noted: 
I am totally teaching differently this year and just packing it in.  I think the literacy 
journey has made me a better teacher, but I have no time to get together with others to 
discuss or plan for place-based learning.  If it weren’t for the new teachers going through 
the Trail To Every Classroom professional development, it [place-based learning] would 
have died a slow death this year.  With the increased pressures from above for student 
data and increased teacher performance data, I have lost some of the freedom that I 
previously had.  The school was much more casual before with much more freedom.  
In summary, the teachers felt that they wanted to take a step back to reflect on the intense year of 
academic and professional challenges.  The teachers articulated a need to take some time away 
from the pressures that they had been under and to regroup their efforts for adopting place-based, 
service learning into their curriculum.  Those teachers believed that place-based, service learning 
had a place in the education of their students both inside and outside of their classrooms, and also 
knew that it would only work through a concerted and integrated approach of the school and 
local communities.  
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Summary 
 This chapter presented a compilation of the individual and group interviews from 10  
teachers representing two geographically, economically, and socially diverse middle schools 
located near the Appalachian Trail.  As an ethnographic researcher, it was important for the 
accounts of the participants to be articulated and understood.  The interviews and subsequent 
analysis were designed to answer the main research question of this study:  “How does the 
implementation of a place-based, service learning education program affect student engagement 
and allow for the diversification of teacher practices in standards-based classrooms?”  The 
subordinate questions generated responses that both affirmed the main research question and 
presented information that exposed the hidden reasons why quality research based programs 
often flounder or fail in our schools. 
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Chapter 5:  Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations 
Introduction 
 The purpose of this ethnographic case study was to examine how the implementation of a 
contextualized, place-based, service learning curriculum into a standards-based curriculum 
would increase student engagement along with diversifying teacher pedagogy.  The three key 
subordinate questions that were included to frame and guide this research were: 
1.  How does administrative support increase the likelihood of the successful 
implementation of a place-based service learning program?   
2.  How can the integration of a place-based service learning program aid teachers’ 
attitudes and beliefs concerning standards-based curriculum instruction?  
3.  Based on teachers’ perceptions, how does the implementation of a place-based service 
learning program influence students’ attitudes and engagement in the classroom? 
This study sought to fill a gap in the knowledge and understanding of the ingredients necessary 
to initiate and sustain the implementation of a place-based, service learning program in a 
standards-based school system.   
 This ethnographic case study utilized a multiple bounded systems approach relying 
heavily on the qualitative information obtained through the interview process, group interviews, 
and review of documents that included the curriculum plans, reports, student evidence, and 
artifacts supplied by the selected participants available from the Blue Ridge and Susquenita 
Middle Schools.  Creswell (2008) supported the use of a multiple bounded systems approach by 
stating that case study research has been a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores 
a bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems over time, through detailed, in-depth 
data collection involving multiple sources of data collection (e.g., observations, interviews, 
audiovisual material, documents and reports), and reports a case description with case-based 
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themes (p.73).  In this study, purposeful sampling of the participants was incorporated based on 
the need to select teachers who had participated in the Trail To Every Classroom (TTEC) 
program.  The TTEC program has provided research-based professional development workshops 
focused on the place-based, service learning philosophy.  The participant interviews occurred at 
the two specific school locations and were digitally recorded by the researcher and professionally 
transcribed and coded by H2 Psychological Transcription Services.  Each middle school 
provided the data displays of the artifacts, and teachers offered visual representations, which 
aided with the organization of the themes along with revealing relationships to support the 
research results.  The outcomes of this study supported and were consistent with 
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory and 
Vygotsky’s, Lauve’s, and Wenger’s Situated Learning Theories that framed this research and 
supported the constructivist and experiential learning styles of John Dewey and this researcher.   
Through place-based, service learning, students have been able to find the real meaning 
of their studies by connecting to real world problems.  The teacher often forsakes the role of 
expert to become the facilitator or guide as they create learning opportunities and initiate 
problem solving while utilizing community resources.  Place-based learning facilitates the 
student as they age and grow through all of the systems, environments, and circumstances of 
their life.  This Ecological system, as described by Bronfenbrenner, has had a long lasting impact 
on the adult that this child will grow into.  Using place-based, service learning in the classroom 
and creating a supportive school community has enabled children to gain confidence, and 
increase their self efficacy as a result of their ability to “show what they know.” 
The digital display, artifacts, and voices of the teachers provided strong triangular model 
of evidence to support the experiential, situated learning, and ecological systems theories that 
form the basis of this research.  Those students who were able to apply the technical and creative 
   101
skills that had been conveyed to them in the classroom, within context of their local community, 
displayed their abilities and became a valued partner of the school to community connection.  
Outdoor classrooms were built, environmental services have been provided, informational 
artwork has been displayed, and the history of a community researched has been cleverly 
communicated.  
As states move to fulfill the requirements of a more rigorous Common Core or state 
mandated curriculum, there has been an increased emphasis on the reading and understanding of 
informational texts, writing across all of the curriculum, and math skills that are related to real 
world situations.  The science, technology, engineering and math (STEM) initiative that has 
encompasses these goals predicts with increased standards and a more rigorous curriculum our 
students will be prepared for the Twenty-first century workforce that are needed in this global 
economy.  Some say that schools have been returning to the “good old days” of education.  Part 
of those good old days was involving students in their local community and applying their school 
knowledge in their local setting.  Place-based, service learning has met this goal.  
 Place-based, service learning has been an ongoing, sustainable effort for students to 
collaborate with and become involved with local businesses, environmental agencies, and service 
organizations.  This reciprocal partnership has offered long-term benefits for the community, 
school, and the students in the form of increased self efficacy for the student and the ability for 
students to apply their knowledge.  The businesses and agencies share their knowledge and skills 
with the students as personnel and students work side by side, and the school is able to attract 
parents and local business organizations to the school to support the educational mission of the 
school. 
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Interpretations 
Incongruity Among the Findings  
From analyzing the information gathered at both schools, two potential reasons for the 
disparity became clear: community support and involvement and school leadership.  Although 
the disparity of the social economic status was noted in the site description and listed in Table 6, 
the influence of socio-economic status within each school’s community was found to be a 
contributing factor to the success of place-based, service learning program in both schools.  The 
Blue Ridge Middle School participants conveyed the importance of the community and family 
connection and supports.  Those teachers indicated that the higher education level and economic 
status of the parents and community members assisted the teachers in conveying the importance 
of the TTEC program and to garner out-of-school support for the various activities.  Conversely, 
the Susquenita Middle School struggled to acquire minimal community or parent support for the 
various classroom, school, or community based activities in spite of notices sent home or 
attendance at town meetings.  One-hundred percent of this study’s participants discussed the 
importance and need for administrative support and leadership.  Although the concept of 
administrative support was included as a subordinate question, it proved to be critical for the 
success of incorporating a sustainable and successful place-based, service learning program in a 
standards-based classroom.  Though it was an unexpected finding, this author agrees with 
Richard Elmore (as stated in Henry, 2009) in that there are basically only three ways you can 
increase learning and performance of students in our schools: through increasing the knowledge 
and skill of teachers, by changing the content of the curriculum to reflect on the newfound 
knowledge, and by altering the relationship of the student to both the teach and learning content. 
All three depend on the relationship of school leadership to teachers and their classroom 
instruction to fit with the philosophy of the Trails To Every Classroom (TTEC) program.  
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Through the incorporation of the place-based, service learning philosophy, TTEC has 
aimed to increase the knowledge and skill of its participants, modify the delivery of the 
curriculum within a standards-based system and alter the relationship of the student to the 
teacher and the content.  Elmore (2000) believed that successful instructors need the ongoing 
support by the principal or management of the school.  Following the author’s lead, the National 
Institute for School Leadership ("NISL: National institute," 2013) has defined school leadership 
as “the guidance and direction of improved instruction—leading to higher student achievement 
and believes that a leader should be student centered, standards based, data-informed and future 
focused for the success of the students and improved school performance” (p.1). 
Blue Ridge Middle School was fortunate to have the ongoing and pervasive support of 
their entire administrative team.  The administrators supported the teachers, students, and 
community while leading a change in the culture of the school.  Place-based service learning 
became intertwined with the standards based curriculum and the atmosphere of Blue Ridge 
Middle School.  This led to a positive change in student’s attitudes about their educational 
experiences and a greater connection to the community.  
Blue Ridge Middle School has been fortunate to be located in a middle to upper middle 
class community with a strong economic business base.  A recent study by The Office of the 
Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI) of the State of Washington (Henderson & Mapp, 
2002) found that high performing schools had a combination of the following characteristics (1) 
A clear and shared focus; (2) High standards and expectations for all students; (3) Effective 
school leadership; (4) High levels of collaboration and communication; (5) Curriculum, 
instruction and assessments aligned with state standards; (6) Frequent monitoring of teaching and 
learning; (7) Focused professional development; (8) A supportive learning environment; and (9) 
High levels of parent and community involvement.  The school leadership, community, and 
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parent involvement combination at Blue Ridge Middle School has been a persistent and 
unwavering reason for the success of the teachers’ efforts.  
Contrarily, all of these elements were inconsistent at Susquenita Middle School.  The 
school administration did not stand in the way of the teachers’ efforts; however, they were not 
overly supportive.  In the rural, low income community that surrounds the school, with a 
dwindling economic base, support for school programs such as the place-based, service learning 
program was not evident or reported by the interviewees.  With few incentives available to 
support the staff, the program has been virtually nonfunctioning and nonexistent.  
The results of the research conducted for this study began as a model of interactive 
teaching strategies to improve teaching practices and engage students in their learning; however, 
the qualitative information gathered in this ethnographic case study found that administrative 
leadership was the nexus between the teachers and classroom instruction.  Support from the local 
community was found to be crucial for the implementation of a successful and sustainable place-
based, service learning program. 
Conclusions 
 The problem addressed in this qualitative ethnographic case study was a gap in 
knowledge about how the integration of a contextualized place-based, service learning program 
affects the curriculum delivery in a standards based classroom.  Three subordinate questions 
were explored to support the research:  
1. How does administrative support increase the likelihood of the successful implementation 
of a place-based service learning program?   
2. How can the integration of a place-based service learning program aid teacher’s attitudes 
and beliefs concerning standards based curriculum instruction?  
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3. Based on teacher’s perceptions, how does the implementation of a place-based service 
learning program influence student’s attitudes and engagement in the classroom? 
 While the subordinate questions and overall structure of this study guided this researcher’s 
analysis and conclusions, the onsite examinations of Blue Ridge Middle School and Susquenita 
Middle School along with an analysis of the group and individual interviews supported by the 
data display of the artifacts directed the final conclusions.   
 The greatest evidence to support the overall purpose of this study came from Blue Ridge 
Middle School.  The team of teachers involved in the place-based, service learning program that 
has been championed by The Trail to Every Classroom (TTEC) professional development 
program has continued to grow and diversify over past five years.  At times, active members of 
the team have left or entered a hiatus period, but there has always been a new member willing to 
continue to promote the benefits of placed-based, service learning.  The constants throughout this 
study has been the support of the administration, the surrounding community, and parents.  The 
various members of the staff that have become involved with the program have followed the lead 
of the original team members.  Frequent hiking trips occur around the school campus and on 
local trails.  There is an interdisciplinary approach to many of the classroom activities, and the 
community is supportive and willing to be involved.  Place-based, service learning has become 
integrated into the culture of Blue Ridge Middle School, and the students and staff are proud of 
their efforts.  Teachers have stated that students have been finding real meaning from their 
studies, have been engaged in authentic real world work, and have been connected to the 
community in which they live.  
Although there has been increased effort on the part of the teachers to integrate place-
based, service learning activities into their standards based curriculum, the Blue Ridge Middle 
School teachers reported that the increased effort has produced valuable results for the students, 
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the community, and the school.  The teachers revealed that students have been relating and 
interacting personally with the teaching curriculum when place-based, service learning strategies 
have been used.  Those strategies have enabled teachers to think creatively as they vary their 
instructional practices for each unit.  As a result, the subject material does not become old and 
stale.  The main drawback for the teachers was time (planning and preparation) and the pressures 
of preparing students to reach proficiency or above on the Virginia SOL tests.  
On the contrary, there was minimal evidence to support the overall goals of this research 
provided from data collected at the Susquenita Middle School.  The true integration of the place-
based, service learning philosophy into the standards based curriculum never really took place at 
any grade level or subject.  There were individual successes with a scant number of students 
outside of the classroom based on the personal interests of the teachers, or the students involved.  
There was minimal support from the middle school administration and insignificant support from 
the community.  It was stated by the interviewees that the students have not seen the connection 
of place-based, service learning to the school or the surrounding communities.  At the time of 
this study, the assimilation of place-based, service learning into the curriculum or school culture 
had stopped. 
Limitations of the Study 
 This ethnographic case study focused on the implementation of the place-based, service 
learning philosophy in two geographically separated middle schools located in close proximity to 
the Appalachian Trail.  These schools were selected with the knowledge that teachers within the 
schools had attended the research-based TTEC professional development workshops that have 
been based on the teaching of David Sobel and incorporate the philosophies of placed-based 
service learning that are espoused by The National Youth Leadership Council.  The selection of 
the locations and the limited number of participants over a short period of time limited this 
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researcher’s ability to generalize the findings to other schools that may attempt to integrate 
place-based, service learning into their standards based curriculums.  Although Common Core 
standards have been adopted by the majority of school districts in the United States, several 
states have opted out of it instead choosing a modified version of the standards or individual state 
specific standards.  In both Pennsylvania (Susquenita Middle School) and Virginia (Blue Ridge 
Middle School), each state has decided to adopt a modified version of the national common core 
standards that will blend with their state specific standardized tests and expectations for student 
learning.  Lastly, the local community economic base, the influence of community support, and 
the importance of school leadership were not fully accounted for in this study.   
Suggestions for Further Research 
The influence of school leadership on the local community and the support of the local 
community are major factors in the success or failure of school district and teacher initiatives to 
improve overall school performance.  The results of this study clearly indicate the support or lack 
of school administrator support plays a major role in the success or failure of successfully 
implementing a place-based, service learning program into a standards-based teaching 
curriculum.  Although existing research and the results of this study indicate TTEC is successful, 
there may be an underlying reason why some school officials take a hands-off attitude or are just 
not in favor of such learning principles.  The reasoning is an area that deserves a great deal of 
research and study.   
It is the responsibility of every school leader to promote a positive school culture where 
the success of every student is fostered through strong, standards aligned instructional programs 
and continued staff development and support.  Also, every school leader is responsible to 
collaborate with community members and parents to build community partnerships for the 
benefit of the school as a whole.  With a greater research base, the capacity of the school leader 
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to support place-based, service learning in a standards-based system is an area ripe for further 
investigation. The effect of a community with limited financial or personnel resources has on a 
school with a place-based, service learning program would also be worthy of consideration for 
extended research.  These critical areas correlate with the experiential, situated and ecological 
systems theories that formed the conceptual framework for this research; illustrating that 
teaching practices and students’ attitudes and engagements in the classroom are connected to the 
level of parental, community, and leadership support that is available.  
For schools considering the integration of a place-based, service learning program into a 
standards based curriculum or the incorporation of any new program, it may be advantageous to 
consider the following recommendations to aid the facilitation and sustainability of the program: 
• Analyze/consider the school initiatives already in place or in the near planning stages 
• Carefully select staff members or teams of teachers to undertake this program 
• Garner the full backing and inclusive support of administration 
• Assess the level of parent/community support  
• Predict the sustainability of the place-based, service learning initiative or any new 
program 
This ethnographic case study examined the gap in knowledge about how the integration of a 
contextualized place-based, service learning curriculum affects the delivery of a standards-based 
curriculum.  Qualitative data from site analysis, individual and group interviews, and artifacts 
produced evidence to support the purpose of this investigation, specifically at Blue Ridge Middle 
School.  The findings support the importance of including experiential programs such as place-
based, service learning in a standards based classroom to increase student engagement in school 
and outside the school with the support of the local community. 
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Appendix B 
 
 
Dr. Pittman       October 23, 2012 
School of Education 
3001 Market St. 
Drexel University 
Philadelphia, PA 19104 
        
 
Dear Dr. Pittman, 
 
One of the programs at Blue Ridge Middle is our Trail to Every Classroom  
(TTEC).initiative.  We have a variety of wonderful, climate-enhancing, grade-level 
programs developed around this initiative.  One of the most impressive is our business-
partnership with the Appalachian Trail Conservancy. Through this partnership, we have 
created TTEC lesson plans, hiking and exploring field trips and TTEC units/clubs.  
 
To that end, Ms. Woods has contacted me to complete her Doctoral Dissertation by 
studying our programs and interviewing various staff.  I approve her to interview staff, 
with a maximum of six total staff interviewed.  The arrangements need to made through 
me and will be subject to mutually agreed upon times.  
 
I appreciate Ms. Woods’ interest in this area and hope we can help with how this 
program is implemented into a working school.    
 
 
 
 
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
Brion Bell, Principal 
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Appendix C 
 
 
                                                                              August 14, 2012 
 
To Whom It May Concern, 
 
 
Our firm, Program Evaluation and Educational Research  (PEER).Associates, Inc., is 
happy to share our evaluation tools, findings, and reports with Pat Woods as part of her 
research. We are very excited with the research that she is doing, and will support her 
in that research in any way we are able. 
 
PEER Associates is a small evaluation firm that specializes in evaluating 
Community-based educational programs. Examples of some of our previous work 
for clients, as well as many other additional program evaluation resources, are 
available on our website at www.peerassociates.net  
 
Please do not hesitate to contact me with any questions or concerns. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Rachel Becker-Klein 
Senior Associate 
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